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A New Defence of Poetry
and New Possibilities from Hypertext to Ecopoetry
Abstract
This thesis is, in part, a response to the loss of poetry as an epistemic discourse, a process that
began with the development of writing. However, it is also energised by new opportunities of
using the powerful tool of language, and techniques of poetry.
The thesis aims to update previous defences of poetry, rebutting Plato’s initial attack in Ion,
claiming poetry is non-cognitive. While building on a famous tradition, this thesis expands the
repertoire of argumentation, incorporating findings from the cognitive sciences, and insights
from pragmatist, phenomenological, and ecological perspectives on the emergent/embodied
nature of cognition. An emphasis on a speech-based poetics and embodied skilled practice, with
no claims to transcend the ordinary and everyday, undermines formalist approaches. This
approach is developed through an investigation of two new forms of the poem – ecopoetry and
hypertext poetry; fresh forms to reinvigorate, not only poetry discourse, but ways of dwelling in
the world.
Throughout this thesis, the processes by which language comes to mean, and be used, are
explored, with a view to explaining the power of poetry. Poems provide cognitive opportunities
for making use of the amazing cognitive techniques that we have co-evolved with; techniques,
which put us in touch with our environments. This thesis is subject to adventure, and its arc of
16 short chapters closes with poems in Part 3.

The thesis is presented in three parts:
Part 1. Background Poetics - Poet as Language Animal
This part explores a naturalistic and empirical account of the language animal, revealing how
language is a powerful cognitive technique, used both internally and externally. Identified are:
•

Research findings from the cognitive sciences, which support emergent and interactionist
models of the mind-brain-body, and suggest humans are embodied ecological beings;
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•

the key concepts of cognitive fluidity (mapping across domains); extelligence (externalising
memory workloads); and scaffolding (extending the mind into the material world), all of
which maximise cognitive abilities. Nature, mind-body, culture, tools and techne (embodied
skill) are intertwined, processural and emergent; and

•

the fundamental poetic character of language (metaphoric, affective, musical etc.), which
empowers and energises cognitive abilities. Poetry is a key tool of the multi-faceted
techniques, which we name language. Poems are complex cognitive tools, which expand
our ability to understand, and move through the world.

Part 2. The Nature and Possibilities of Poems
Part 2 explores the nature and possibilities of poems, and:
•

proposes an explanatory tripartite model of the poem (Speech-Act; Practice/Discourse;
Art(e)fact), and develops the notion that poems are cognitive scaffolds;

•

argues that ecopoetry is not simply a sophisticated development of nature/landscape genres,
but requires a revolution in understanding the world, and how it works (including,
importantly, homo sapiens). Attentiveness to environments and ecological cycles, and a
prescriptive perspective to human interrelations, requires poems to be porous to the world,
including other discourses, and varieties of experience. This, in turn, requires innovative
and open forms.

•

critiques current trends in digital generative poetries, which frequently re-engage 20th C
avant-garde techniques. The danger is that techne (embodied skill) is being replaced by
technology. The possibility of using hypertext as an informational technique (as originally
imagined) also points to innovative open forms.

Part 3. Poems
This final section consists of poems by the author, which ‘appear’ for the defence; in part to
illuminate arguments; but primarily performing a substantive Defence of Poetry themselves.
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Introduction
‘§232. But let us not be betrayed from a defence into a critical history of poetry and
its influence on society.’
‘A Defence of Poetry’, Shelley1

Prolegomenon
The Context of this Thesis
Know thine Enemy
Homo Academicus
Methodology
Gaps in Previous Approaches
The Argument
Box I

Who, or What is to Blame
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Prolegomenon
‘Poetry is human existence come to life.’
Hugh MacDiarmid2

Poems themselves offer the strongest defence of poetry; best exemplified by interesting, but
easily digestible, poetry - if possible, a perfect poem.
‘Perfect’
On the Western Seaboard of South Uist.
I found a pigeon’s skull on the machair,
All the bones pure white and dry, and chalky,
But perfect,
Without a crack or a flaw anywhere.
At the back, rising out of the beak,
Were twin domes like bubbles of thin bone,
Almost transparent, where the brain had been
That fixed the tilt of the wings.
Hugh MacDiarmid3

Reading this ‘perfect’ poem (aloud), I chew the words with pleasure and experience an
enjoyable sense of the paradox of the grounded materiality of bodies and the remarkable power
of creatures and minds to fly. I challenge anyone who claims that the world is better off without
the cited poem to explain how. And further, as to how the extant poetry tradition from Homer
and Dante to Les Murray can be somehow detrimental to the general well being of homo
sapiens. I conclude that the existence of this text is a sufficient, but not necessary, reason why
poetry is of value to those persons fortunate to be literate.
Note: In Chapter 10, I discuss the reasons I chose this ‘Perfect’ poem to introduce my Defence
of Poetry. I also examine the poetics of Hugh MacDiarmid, which prefigure arguments this
thesis puts forward, in particular, ideas on the primary functions of poetry.
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The Context of this Thesis
‘Poetics needn't be understood as explanations of some prior body of work.’
Charles Bernstein4

Know thine Enemy
‘I think of metaphysicians as footnotes to poets.’
Richard Rorty5

This thesis aims to build on and update many previous Defences of Poetry (DoP). It is helpful to
understand the many, and varied, attacks on poetry. A long list of enemies of the practice and
discourse of poetry can be assembled:
1. Philosophy is a long-standing antagonist. Plato noted, 'there is from old a quarrel between
philosophy and poetry.’ (Republic Book X 607 b), though Plato did praise Homer.6 Plato
also quoted poets (now unknown) who attacked philosophy, though poets have often been
fascinated by philosophy.7 I share the views of the Australian philosopher David Stove:
‘Plato, Aquinas, Descartes, Kant, flattered and deluded man that he will live for ever; or that
he is not really even a part of the physical universe at all; or that he is the whole point of the
existence of the physical universe; or even that the physical universe depends upon, indeed
is constituted by, man's thought of it!’8 The key problem is that philosophy, before Søren
Kierkegaard, Wittgenstein, phenomenology, or pragmatism, tended to ignore ordinary
human experience.
2. Philosophers (and scientists) who also tend to make foundationalist claims.9 The Cartesian
tendency is to embrace foundationalist doctrines in epistemology, which tend to have strict
methodological claims.10 A.J. Ayer, a logical positivist, stated, ‘Aesthetic terms are used . . .
simply to express certain feelings and to evoke certain responses.’11
3. Philosophers (like Plato) who treat poetry as just a branch of philosophy. Heidegger misuses
Friedrich Hölderlin's poetry in this way.12 Note also that philosophers who write in a poetic
style are denied the tag ‘philosopher’, though Plato was considered a poet by both Shelley
and Sir Philip Sidney.13
4. Plato thought that the old Greek world-view represented by Homer was false. He sought to
replace old heroes with a new one, Socrates. 14 Andrea Nightingale asserts that Plato carved
out this new discipline in contrast to rhetoric of sophists and poets, concerned with
‘intellectual cultivation’ – as an elitist position.15 Poetry was then subsumed into humanist
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pedagogy and rhetoric.16 Aristotle showed that effective rhetoric is not mere ornament, as
the tropes and rhetorical figures were viewed, but ethos and pathos: the artful presentation
of a persuasive self. (Sidney provides a Renaissance example with the modest narrator of
The Defence of Poetry). From the late 18th C, poetry was cleaved from rhetoric (poetry
being divine, an act of genius compared to a materialist persuasion). Richard Lanham
claims, ‘The quarrel between the philosophers and the rhetoricians constitutes the quarrel in
Western culture.’17
5. Linguists’ conception of ‘language’ as a unitary and autonomous system, which developed
due to technologies (monolingual dictionaries and logic-based grammars (Roy Harris18) and
the discipline of linguistics (Ferdinand de Saussure’s emphasis on langue19); and Noam
Chomsky’s notion of ‘Universal Grammar’.20 Poetry becomes estranged from its own
materiality.21
6. The claim of scientists that science makes poetry redundant. Galileo argued that, ‘Fables
and fictions are in a way essential to poetry, which could not exist without them, while any
sort of falsehood is so abhorrent to nature that it is as absent there as darkness is in the
light.’ His most ambitious claim proposed that the book of the world was, ‘written in the
language of mathematics.’22 While, Francis Bacon claimed ‘poesy’ is one of three fountains
of knowledge,23 Isaac Newton thought poetry an ingenious nonsense,24 and Hobbes used
science to attack poetry.25 Poets, in return, became hostile to science, for example, Blake
and Keats.26 Richard Dawkins, though a reductionist scientist, is quick to attack Hobbes,
pointing out: ‘Skill in wielding metaphors and symbols is one of the hallmarks of scientific
genius.’27 I suspect most scientists tend to the view of chemist Peter Atkins who refers to
poetry as ‘self-deluded titillation’.28
7. The empiricist claim that prose should replace poetry as the discourse of reality. M.H.
Abrams argues that there was a, ‘culmination of a tendency of the new philosophy in
England, empirical in pretension and practical in orientation, to derogate poetry in
comparison with science.’29
8. The techno-scientific hegemony of economic rationalism, which emasculates poetry.30
9. The rise of the novel. David Perkins believes poetry’s decline is due to both a reduction in
poetic genres from the 18thC and the rise of prose fiction in the 19thC.31
10. The entertainment industry (and Western visual / hyperreal culture in general), which
ignores poetry.32
11. Literary and cultural theorists who use poetry for their own ends, or abandon literature all
together for cultural studies.33 John Hollander has noted the absence of poetry in many
cultural places, including university curricula.34 Some theorists claim that all aesthetic
activity is hegemonic,35 others that literature is reactionary, ‘since it insists on material from
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the historical past and clings to it nostalgically.’36 Richard Rorty claims, ‘Many literary
theorists have no wish to be reconciled with poets.’37
12. The distancing of contemporary poetic discourse from the cultural mainstream. Richard
Masteller in a survey of 20th C literary magazines detected an increasing use of private
language. He suggests the rift between audience and poet grew as the hope for a community
fostered by poetry faded.38
13. The poetry community itself, which fragments and factionalises. Ron Sukenick comments
on ‘the breakdown of literary community.’39
14. Poetry itself. Hugh Kenner suggests, ‘Clear your head of cant.’ And, ‘It does Avant Garde
writing no service to pretend that it is ipse facto, superior to Reading Public Writing. Most
of both are sheer junk.’40 Carlo Parcelli envisions poetry slams with rhapsodes in tow: ‘The
purpose of this was to edify the audience and mortify the poets, causing them to reflect on
their production.’41
To take the first point, philosophers generally fail to take art seriously. What is philosophy’s
actual practice? Robert Nozick points out that, ‘The word philosophy means the love of
wisdom, but what philosophers really love is reasoning.’42 Philosophers’ primary pleasure is
actually argument. Charles Taylor cites Schiller as originally suggesting that art is selfsufficient, a theme Baudelaire progressed, and which evolved into the doctrine of art for art's
sake.43 However, Taylor goes on to attack Modernism, Futurism, Surrealism, and
poststructuralism in a programmatic fashion, arguing that poetry must be epiphanic.44 He is a
philosopher who, like Plato, has limited understanding, and little sympathy for the nature of art.
Roger Coleman points out that Plato was not a craftsman, and it would be wrong to assume,
‘that because Plato was a Greek he knew what he was talking about.’45
In relation to the last point above, neither a poet, nor a Defence of Poetry (DoP) can defend all
styles of poetry equally; some appear more worthy of defence than others.46 I want to avoid the
simple dichotomies and arguments of the past - conservative/ experimental, academic/ political,
starkly seen in debates surrounding poetry anthologies. Claims are made for the difference and
oppositional stance of alternative, innovative, marginalised avant-garde poetries from
hegemonic norms, the ‘dominant orthodoxy’ and ‘wider hierarchies of power or wealth.’47 I will
adopt the term ‘Linguistically Innovative Poetry’ (LIP) to broadly cover avant-garde poetics that
foreground the materiality of language, experiments with form, and tends to claim anticapitalist/consumerist politics.48 Both sides of the conservative-mainstream / innovative-avant
garde divide attack opponents, sometimes in bitter Manichean terms.49 In Australia these issues
go back nearly forty years; affiliations change, and the two-camp diagnostic is simplistic.50 The
Robert Gray & Geoffrey Lehmann, and John Tranter & Philip Mead anthologies of Australian
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poetry (both 1991) were distinctly aware of each other’s position.51 John Tranter's anthology,
The New Australian Poetry, of 1979, followed Donald Hall’s American one, and was similarly
didactic in the championing of new poetry (as were the contributing poets).52
Poetry has been appreciated and poets lauded from long before Homer provided foundational
knowledge in the classical world.53 Some cultures still value poetry as an important art form,
and have no need of DoPs.54 Poetry cannot be valued by popularity, a temperamental gauge,
which tends towards spectacle and an aesthetic of shock.55 A DoP could search for an
explanation from the above for the diminishing audience for poetry, which Joseph Brodsky
calculated at 0.001% of the US population.56 The dwindling poetry audience has worried poets
for some time, but the cause is disputed.
Box I

Who, or What is to Blame?

▪

The Romantic poets - Algernon Moncrieff (1886).57

▪

The reductivity of Romanticism's emphasis on intensity and the lyric form - Edmund Wilson’s
controversial essay ‘Is Verse a Dying Technique?’ (1934).58

▪

The professionalisation of poets, specialisation and the Academy - Joseph Epstein ‘Who Killed
Poetry?’ (1988).59 Frank Kermode claims: ‘When poetry is read, it is now read by an artificial class of
readers’;60 and Harold Bloom adds, read without pleasure.61 Charles Bernstein, in ‘Frame Lock’,
attacks academic practice, as attempting to ‘maintain scholarly decorum.’62

▪

Creative writing courses, and workshop poems - Kevin Brophy, a teacher of creative writing, sounds
warnings;63 and Neal Bowers writes, ‘the writing process has become an academic exercise designed
more for the intellect than the heart, resulting in poems of remarkable sameness.’64

▪

Difficulty, such as, elliptical incomprehensibility, addressed by Dana Gioia in his infamous essay,
‘Can Poetry Matter’,65 and the ‘Expansive poetry’ movement in general.66

Donald Hall’s ‘Death to the Death of Poetry’ debunks many of these arguments. He accuses Epstein of
assembling, ‘every cliché about poetry, common for two centuries’; and points out that, ‘Poetry was never
Wilson's strong suit.’ (This thesis is sympathetic to the thrust of Wilson’s argument). Hall asks, ‘Why
does almost everyone connected with poetry claim that poetry's audience has diminished? Doubtless the
pursuit of failure and humiliation is part of it. There is also a source that is lovable if unobservant: Some
of us love poetry so dearly that its absence from everybody's life seems an outrage. Our parents don't read
James Merrill! Therefore, exaggerating out of foiled passion, we claim that “nobody reads poetry”.’67

Poets complain that their audience is only other poets, though few would want to be treated like
movie stars (as Lord Byron was).68 Shelley’s poet is a nightingale singing for itself.69
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Homo Academicus
I am aware of being a poet defending poetry in prose and from within the Academy, whose
disciplines use power to maintain hierarchal order among institutions and society.70 The
disciplining of poetry by theory is not recent; Simon During relates how Fichte wished to
discipline the academy like an army, but one with a ‘love of art’.71 He also notes how the
academy appropriates the Romantic tradition of anti-academicism beginning with Wordsworth:
‘The call to take English seriously as an academic discipline ... The irony is, of course, that the
literature called upon to achieve this function was anti-bureaucratic and, in cases like
Wordsworth, explicitly anti-academic.’72 A thesis is a matter of mood and style, or what
Clifford Geertz, in the larger context, calls ‘ethos’.73 Academic discourse is bound within
disciplines, and, as Geertz notes, categories and concepts are adopted, ‘to formulate an
underlying uniformity behind diverse phenomena.’74 This is not simply a positivist approach.
Pierre Bourdieu in Homo Academicus, describes academic knowledge as a political resource,
and the jargon, rituals and conventions surrounding academic life, as expressions of symbolic
power.75 Friedrich Schlegel’s notion of Bildung summarised by Geoffrey Hartman as, ‘liberal
education leading to self-development’, has evaporated.76
I sense that my enterprise is endangered on two fronts. First, by being written in the language of
the ‘enemy’ – prose; and second, by being written in a style of thought disciplined by the
discourse of the Academy, which does not take poetry seriously on its own terms; not even
literary theory or, ‘the legacy of systematic and professional literary theory extending from
Coleridge to each new school of academic criticism.’77 The poet Charles Bernstein terms this
tension ‘Frame Lock’, noting: ‘Dissertations must not violate stylistic norms because that might
jeopardise our young scholar's future. ‘Let them be radical in what they say but not in how they
say it.’ - Such is the pragmatic, and characteristically self-fulfilling, argument that is made.’78
This friction is bound up with Nietzsche’s complaint against the antiquarian’s perspective,79 and
what Ivan Illich called, ‘the scholastic understandings of the arts.80 (I read philosophy and
sociology for my BA Honours, avoiding English literature.81)
The discipline of Literature has recently split into ‘English’ and ‘Creative Writing’.82 Creative
Writing tends to be located within traditional Literature Departments, Communication, or
Cultural Studies; or more rarely, within Creative Arts faculties. Kevin Brophy has written about
this situation in his tripartite study of creative writing, psychoanalysis and surrealism. He insists
that healthy departments (or faculties) of creative arts need to be, ‘engaged with socialtheoretical analyses of literature ... [and] integrated with departments and courses focusing of
literature and cultural studies.83 The Academy does not take poetry seriously, for example, only
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since 1993 has funding by the Australian Research Council (ARC) been available for creative
arts.84 Since creativity is inherently multi-disciplinary I suggest a thesis dealing with creativity
should be too.
The institutionalised discourse of literary studies centred on how to read literature, according to
particular prescriptions: New Criticism,85 Structuralism,86 Deconstruction,87 Psychoanalysis,88
Formalism,89 Marxism,90 and New Historicism.91 Yet Rainer Maria Rilke’s famous warning of
‘partisan opinions’ is 100 years old.92 At the same time, under the aegis of cultural studies,
poems have become just one species of cultural text to be contextualised and analysed in terms
of social relations of the textual, ideological, or hegemonic.93 The ecological literary critic Karl
Kroeber points out that, ‘By denying the importance of external nature in poems such as
‘Nutting’, moreover critics, while freeing themselves to explore interesting matters of ideology
or private psychology, implicitly define both poetry and criticism as socially trivial.’94 The
broadly phenomenological approach taken by this thesis is not without its critics.95 I would
respond with Goethe: ‘It wasn’t on the whole my way, as a poet, to stride after the embodiment
of something abstract. I received within myself impressions – impressions of a hundred sorts,
sensuous, lively, lovely, many-hued – as an alert, imaginative energy presented them.’96 This is
how we are; Merleau-Ponty warns, ‘Principles and the inner life are alibis the moment they
cease to animate external and everyday life.’97
‘My allegiance is not to a literary theory but to the sum total of my liberating literary
experiences.’
Frank Lentricchia98

Russian Formalism can be seen as the earliest paradigm of a ‘Literary Theory’. If the approach
is identified and methodology explained, any one of many literary theories can inform how a
text works (given normative, political, and aesthetic preferences).99 However, these discourses
take poetry seriously only by consigning the art form to history, which is, as Richard Powers
complains, a reductive strategy.100
My personal context is that of a practicing poet, who has worked practically for the
defence of poetry, and decided to defend poetry theoretically as well.101 No one expects
poetry ‘to interpret life for us, to console us, to sustain us’ (Matthew Arnold102). I am
keen to reassert the importance of a speech-based poetic with no claims to transcend the
ordinary and everyday. I write this DoP without Shelley’s resentment - rather in
excitement, partly occasioned by realising poetry escapes from attempts to define its
processes.103 I attempt to avoid reductionist methodologies or literary critical attempts to
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define, ‘explain’ and offer normative accounts of the art. Claims of rigorous arguments
against poetry based on various consequentialist positions, or citing Plato’s complaints
against the arts in general, are addressed in the course of this thesis.

Methodology
‘A footnote is where civilisation survives.’
Joseph Brodsky104

One possible approach for a DoP is through critical exegesis of actual poems (Chapter 10.1).
One could argue that historicism offers more context than attention, whereas poems require
attention, though too much attention (e.g. New Criticism) can pickle poems. And of the great
variety of poems (Appendix 15) only the lyric went under the New Critics’ knives. Many
literary critics are eager to demonstrate the power of poetry through original nuanced readings,
as Paul Fry does.105 Robert Crawford argues that such studies become conjoined with
comparative philosophy, religion and literature as, ‘a proliferating system of knowledgetransmission and interpretation, a cybernetic community.’106 This thesis seeks to understand a
more fundamental question - the nature of poetry, and takes a pragmatic approach to the
mystery of language - the material of poetry - rather than a Platonic disembodied approach
(Katz and Postal107), or the reductive program of structuralist linguistics (Bloomfield).108
Volosinov characterised the latter as, ‘formed and matured over concern with the cadavers of
written languages - almost all its basic categories, its basic approaches and techniques were
worked out in the process of reviving these cadavers.’109
This thesis affirms Frederick Turner’s statement that, ‘Poetry is an activity of a living species,
with a living brain and nervous system’ (without accepting his ‘Natural Classicism’).110 A DoP
informed by the natural and social sciences has various opportunities; it could:
1. Seek an adaptive explanation for the success of poetry as an oral form providing a biocultural glue for groups and tribes (an argument for group selection, and groups as
evolutionary units);
2. Seek to prove that poetic form is hard wired into the brain. (Frederick Turner’s
sociobiological hypothesis of aesthetics was one of the earliest.111) The danger with this
approach is the adaptationist fallacy that views everything as the result of natural selection,
the only driving force of evolution; or
3. Seek to understand poetry as deriving from everyday cognitive processes, language abilities,
play and desire for meaning and novelty.112
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This thesis adopts the last approach, using contemporary understandings of our relation to the
world as the context for human language use and the synchronic and diachronic persistence of
poetry as an art form. If poetry is regarded as a discursive practice, and not simply an aesthetic
experience, many questions arise regarding language, meaning, cultural practice, and
authorship. This thesis explores the neurological, the phenomenological, and the embodied
nature of techne (embodied skill); and further, into future poetic practices using the latest digital
technologies.
The proliferation of footnotes in this thesis follows from its interdisciplinary ecological
approach, and emphasis that association and other forms of connectivity, lie at the heart of
poetry. The endnotes then are more than:
•

monstrous knowledge;113

•

an 18thC tool of satire;114

•

a sequence of jokes (James Joyce’s ‘Lessons’ chapter of Finnegans Wake);

•

a puzzle (The Waste Land);115

•

a ‘rising tide’ (David Jones The Anathemata);116 or

•

a demonstration of scholarly success, or pedantry.117

These interstitial texts (bound separately for ease of use) together with appendices, help cover
an ambitious topography of argumentation, though my use occasionally sways towards
contingent fortuitousness.118 Humans are cognitively associative, not logical, hence the
importance of marginalia.119 This thesis requires considerable amounts of information from
different discipline areas, which also relates to my interest in the possibilities of hypertext and
an information poetics.120 After all, Erasmus Darwin’s didactic poem, The Botanic Garden with
scientific footnotes of 100,000 words was a very popular poem.121 I have also provided
appendices to continue arguments relevant to this ambitious thesis.
This thesis is a poetics and discursiveness is in the nature of poetics; as Robert Sheppard’s
‘Metapoetics’ suggests, and includes the following axioms:
•

Poetics are the products of the process of reflection upon writings, and upon the act
of writing, gathering from the past and from others, speculatively casting into the
future.

•

Poetics is a discipline, though a flexible one.

•

Poetics is a discourse, though an intermittent mercurial one.
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•

Poetics is a writer-centred self-organising activity.

•

Poetics is a way of letting writers question what they think they know.

•

Poetics is not theory in the ordinary rationalistic sense.

•

Poetics is not just a discourse, a way of thinking, saying or writing about making, but
a discursive practice with rules of its own.

•

Poetics' function is both oriented towards, and in, new form.

•

Poetics is a prospectus of work to be done, that might involve a summary of work
already done.122

This discursive approach works against systematisation, a danger Paul Feyerbend attests to.123 I
am reminded of Wittgenstein’s comment, ‘When I think for myself without wanting to write a
book, I jump all around the subject; that's the only natural way of thinking for me.’124 Argument,
reasoning and knowledge are not stable, objective or quantifiable, and are subject to
contingencies.125 Walter Benjamin used an interdisciplinary and collagist approach to the
process of thinking and developing theory.126 I would like to have written a mixed genre thesis,
or a poetic collage like James Clifford, but have too many arguments for a truly nomadic text.127
I wanted to make full use of the empirical research flowing from the cognitive sciences, as well
as theory - primarily pragmatist and phenomenological - using William James’ ‘pragmatic view
that all our theories are instrumental.’128 For similar reasons, I resisted a hypertext dissertation,
which I feel fits the continuous interconnections in my ecological approach; and not because, as
Matthew Kirschenbaum notes, hypertext disquiets scholarly practices.129 In this context,
anthropology is a useful disciplinary context for a defence of poetry. It has increasing selfreflexivity, and no single methodology.130 As Tim Ingold points out, ‘At the very least, it [the
anthropological perspective] is grounded in the realities of everyday experience, intrinsically
comparative (so that even when describing aspects of their own society, anthropologists are
mindful of other ways of living), and suspicious of any a priori claim to the superiority of
modern Western civilization.’131

Gaps in Previous Approaches
This thesis follows in the footsteps of two famous Defences, both classics of English literature;
Sir Philip Sidney’s The Defence of Poesie, or An Apology for Poetry (c1580), and Percy Bysshe
Shelley’s Defence of Poetry (1821). Sidney wrote his DoP in response to an attack on poetry
(and plays) by a Puritan ex-playwright, Stephen Gosson.132 At that time, court intellectuals
found their poetry practice being attacked from various sources - Puritan, humanist and
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professional. Sidney’s DoP is a defence of fiction, no longer constrained by an AristotelianHoratian aligned literary tradition. He defended a range of poetries: ‘It is not rhyming and
versing that maketh a poet.’ His attack on the privilege granted to ‘facts’ is justified, but his
argument that, ‘the poet, he nothing affirmeth, and therefore never lieth’,133 making no claims
about the world is problematic – this thesis maintains that poetry has epistemic power. This
thesis is a naturalistic134 account, an ecological account of poetry as offering a fluid response
and investigation of our ecology of being, to life as a process. I offer a theoretical framework for
why poetry is a reasonable way of reasoning not just pleasure or incantation
Sidney was excited that the English word ‘poet’ derives from the Greek for ‘Maker’, and
claimed in his DoP (as had Scaliger before him135) that poets create original things in the
world.136 Yet his basic foundation for poetry remains mimesis.137 Sidney’s assertion that poetry
refers only to a fictional realm is extrapolated by Wolfgang Iser’s development of ‘Reception
Theory’. Iser’s phenomenology of reading was originally set out in The Act of Reading.138 In
The Fictive and the Imaginary, he abandons the dichotomy that opposes fiction to reality, and
substitutes the triad of the real, the fictive, and the imaginary. He argues:
‘Austin and Searle presuppose reality as a given. Yet speech acts, as long as they are
considered to be performatives, actually produce reality. If speech acts are able to
produce realities, one could just as well say that fictions are not parasitic in relation to
reality. Rather, by intervening into reality they also produce realities - just as a lie
produces realities.’
Wolfgang Iser139

Sidney supposed poetry to be in competition with philosophy and history (following
Aristotle);140 he claimed that philosophy deals solely with the universal,141 and that history is
preoccupied with the particular, whereas literature is superior in dealing with the same abstract
concepts as philosophy, but using concrete examples (though fictionalised).142 Literature exists
between and above history and philosophy, because the knowledge it conveys (knowledge of
the good) is useful knowledge. (Adonis tells us that, ‘The Arabic word for poetry is shir, from
the verb sha-ara, to know, to understand, to perceive. On this basis, knowledge is poetry.’143)
Paul Valéry revived the anti-historicist attitude: ‘History is the most dangerous product evolved
from the chemistry of the intellect . . . History will justify anything. It teaches precisely nothing,
for it contains everything and furnishes examples of everything.’144 Sidney was confident of the
value of poetry’s didactic function (following Horace), because it makes learning pleasurable unlike history and philosophy (though he also questions didactic poems).
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Aristotle was not known in the Middle Ages, rather Horace was the primary influence.145
Horace’s, Ars Poetica uses two criteria for a DoP – pedagogical usefulness and pleasure, which
Plutarch attributed to Simonides’ Moralia. 146 Poetry's pleasures move readers to virtue, rather
than argument. Sidney asserted: ‘no learning is so good as that which teacheth and moveth to
virtue, and that none can both teach and move thereto so much as poetry.’147 This position
depends upon the classical context; Protagoras contended that, ‘the greatest part of man's
education is to be an acute commentator on poetry.’ (338e7-339a1):
‘[P]oetry is central in the [classical] educational theory. It occupied this position so it
seems in contemporary society, and it was a position held apparently not on the
grounds that we would offer, namely poetry's inspirational and imaginative effects, but
on the ground that it provided a massive repository of useful knowledge, a sort of
encyclopedia of ethics, politics, history, and technology which the effective citizen was
required to learn as the core of his educational equipment. Poetry represented not
something we call by that name, but an indoctrination which today would be comprised
in a shelf of text books and works of reference.’
Eric Havelock148

Sidney considered history to be too concerned with the recording of facts to provide
understanding of abstract concepts. Sidney’s argument is weakened by the discipline of history
having moved from the empirical towards exploring the hermeneutic and self-reflexive. History
is formed from language, and when trope and narrativity are as vital to history as to literature,
issues of textuality arise.149 There is also the pragmatic matter that what we want from history
changes, just as philosophy changes its focus. 150 Hayden White accuses historians of using a
tactic of repositioning history – as an art or a science, depending whether the critics were social
scientists, or poets: ‘This tactic has a long record of success in disarming critics of history; and
it has allowed historians to claim occupancy of an epistemologically neutral middle ground that
supposedly exists between art and science.’151 Poets have nowhere to hide. The beginning of
philosophy, science, and all other disciplines began in Miletus, a commercial city in Ionia (now
Western Turkey). Thales of the Ionian school asked, ‘What is the world made of?’ The three
oldest books, by Pherecydes, Anaximines and Anaximander, were expositions on the origins
and structure of the world (a Pythagorean quest).152 Socrates asked instead about life devoted to
elenchos, an examined life. Poets ask such questions, but many more as well. Philosophy has
recently veered in direction since Wittgenstein suggested (echoed by Richard Rorty): ‘One
should really only do philosophy as poetry.’153 Yet, even as disciplines - from philosophy, to
anthropology and sociology - demand a poetic nuance, the art form of poetry is ignored.154 For
example, Marilyn Butler argues that Coleridge’s legacy derives from his political journalism not
his poetry.155 Wordsworth, following Sidney, claimed, ‘Poetry is the most philosophical of all
A New Defence of Poetry - and New Possibilities from Hypertext to Ecopoetry
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writing, its object is truth, not individual and local but general and ‘operative’.’156 Indeed, the
problem with philosophy has been its ‘universal, totalising theory’, and new approaches fight
this trend, even using cyborgs (Donna Haraway’s feminist thought) – this thesis argues that
poetry can do the job.157 It is an argument that follows up Shelley’s contrast between reason
(unfavourably) and imagination, which begins his DoP.
Shelley wrote his DoP in a rush of ‘violent’ emotion, in response to a well-argued attack on
poetry by Thomas Love Peacock (‘§121 A poet in our times is a semi-barbarian in a civilized
community.’).158 Shelley wanted a poet’s imagination to inform the cultural/ political formations
(and people’s ‘social sympathies’), and his DoP is a defence of poetic imagination, rather than
poems. He wrote to Peacock, ‘You will see that I have taken a more general view of what poetry
is than you have.’159 Flann O'Brien mischievously followed Peacock:
‘Having considered the matter in - of course - all its aspects, I have decided that there is
no excuse for poetry. Poetry gives no adequate return in money, is expensive to print
by reason of the waste of space occasioned by its form, and nearly always promulgates
illusory concepts of life. But a better case for the banning of all poetry is the simple
fact that most of it is bad.’
Flann O'Brien160

Shelley, like Sidney, marshals all kinds of authorities and arguments, even the Bible when it
suited. A key section is:
‘§85 Poetry lifts the veil from the hidden beauty of the world; and makes familiar
objects be as if they were not familiar; it re-produces all that it represents, and the
impersonations clothed in its Elysian light stand thenceforward in the minds of those
who have once contemplated them, as memorials of that gentle and exalted content
which extends itself over all thoughts and actions with which it co-exists.’
Shelley

Shelley’s mimetic notion suggests that poetry impersonates objects, and that the
representational effort heightens beauty and truth. This section derives from British empiricist
gains in physics and chemistry, where M. H. Abrams locates in Shelley, a paradoxical,
‘combination of Platonism and of psychological empiricism, and of the mimetic and expressive
point of view.’161 This argument leads to the Russian Formalists, and Shklovsky’s argument
that, ‘The technique of art is to make objects 'unfamiliar'.162 Shelley returns to this notion, but
this time with Platonic ideas:
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‘§305 But Poetry defeats the curse which binds us to be subjected to the accident of
surrounding impressions.
§306 And whether it spreads its own figured curtain or withdraws life's dark veil from
before the scene of things, it equally creates for us a being within our being.
§307 It makes us the inhabitants of a world to which the familiar world is a chaos.’
Shelley

Both these famous DoPs rely on Aristotelian and neo-Platonist philosophies. They had no
access to cognitive science or anthropology, or developments in our understanding of language
and literature.163 It is time to develop new arguments for a DoP.
This thesis uses interdisciplinary work on cognition (examining this reason / imagination
opposition), language, culture, embodied skill (techne) and art that marks a significant departure
from earlier defences of poetry.164 Even recent DoPs (Mark Edmundsen, 1995165; Paul Fry,
1995) ignore broader issues, and findings from cognitive science, evolutionary psychology, and
aesthetic theory to nourish a new DoP. Evolutionary psychology and evolutionary
epistemologies connect us to the world, and to our vast pre-history history. Given my ecological
perspective, I am quite happy to use such approaches, given that genes or developmental
processes do not determine human nature, which consists of evolved innate dispositions that
have a dialectical, developmental relations with culture. Humans have evolved in particular
environments, which we have shaped dialectically, particularly in the last 60,000 years.
Edmundsen is concerned with the theoretical disenfranchisement of poetry but, just as Plato
used literary tools to attack poetry, Edmundsen uses theoretical tools to defend literature.166
Rather than defending poetry, he attacks recent literary theory (particularly post-structuralism,
Neo-Marxism, and New Historicism).167 This is despite his DoP being based on poetry’s antidisciplinary character. He believes poetry needs, ‘someone capable of answering back to theory
on behalf of poetry’, and accuses current criticism of working to express its current function,
‘the disciplining of poetry.’ 168 He claims an anti-philosophic stance, but is complicit with his
complaint that recent literary theory and criticism has dealt with poetry on philosophy’s
territory. His DoP is taken up with discussions of Barthes, Derrida, Foucault etc. Even as he is
on the defensive against theory he writes, ‘Poets, and even poetry itself, sometimes look almost
frivolous beside the burdened critic disinterestedly committed to social betterment.’169
I sympathise with Fry’s critique of those who believe ‘that with patient analysis you can “get it
right,” thereby proving that literature is your chosen calling, remains a temple of which you are
the authentic priest’170: on this basis, he criticises Helen Vendler, Yale deconstructionists and
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New Historicists. He places his DoP in the tradition of Shelley's DoP, as, ‘a critique of
Enlightenment’ thinking.171 I agree that, ‘poetry finds its best defence not finally in Shelley but
in the poetry of Wordsworth,’ but would add, in any poetry one values. Fry argues that the
significance of poetry lies in its insignificance and freedom, ‘in the release from the compulsion
to signify.’ Fry defines the ostensive moment as, ‘that indicative gesture toward reality which
precedes and underlies the construction of meaning. It is not, obviously, to be confused with the
altogether fictive and conceptual 'knowledge' that 'existence is meaningless'; rather it is the
deferral of knowledge by the disclosure, as a possibility, that existence can be meaning-free.’ It
is seen in negative terms, the ostensive moment is, ‘neither happy nor bitter, neither good nor
bad; it is simply itself the necessary obverse, the negation, of significance.’ 172 His position runs
parallel to mine, but could make use of Sidney, and poiesis. Neither Edmundsen, nor Fry,
address traditional arguments underlying these issues, for example, Fry mentions Plato only
four times, and Sidney once; Edmundsen ignores Sidney altogether. Poetry still refers to the
world and makes reference, even if not in a simplistic mimetic manner. As Paul Ricoeur states,
‘The effacement of the ostensive and descriptive reference liberates a power of reference to
aspects of our being in the world which cannot be said in a direct descriptive way, but can only
be alluded to, thanks to the referential values of metaphoric, in general, symbolic expression.’173
Both these recent DoPs ignore alternative theoretical grounds that a defence of poetry could
profitably use, such as, neo-pragmatism, phenomenology, discursive psychology, cognitive
science and anthropology. Both omit the significance of techne & technology for contemporary
poetry practice.174 I utilise a different set of thinkers and an interdisciplinary array of theories to
demonstrate the discursive, practical and action-orientated nature of cognition, language and
language practice. Recent research in the cognitive sciences places poetry firmly within
everyday language practice, thus illuminating literary discourse.175 Behaviourism was behind
the New Critic’s emphasis on the ‘intentionalist fallacy’, an injunction to study only the text as a
mode of complex behaviour, leaving aside any concern regarding the author's thoughts or
intentions – and the ‘affective fallacy’, which similarly bracketed off the mental processes of the
reader. Cognitive science has dislodged the methodology and philosophy of Behaviourism and
can be usefully applied to literary theory, eg, reader-response theory. I contest Fry’s argument
that, ‘By conceding truth to science (which had since taken over the role of philosophy in the
quarrel), Arnold and I.A. Richards in their several DoPs gave back all the territory Shelley had
gained.’176 I readily concede knowledge to scientific discourse, if not ‘truth’, and the impact
scientific discoveries can have on the poet’s imagination. Enlightenment thinking cannot be
dismissed, only its hubris. Even didactic poetry must leave space for mystery – as Jerome
Rothenberg writes, ‘Poetry is attempting to discover the otherwise unknowable. Science won’t
deal with the unknowable.’177 Though poets fail the hubris test too: ‘§342 Poets are the
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unacknowledged legislators of the World.’ (Shelley178); and, ‘The maker of poems settles
justice, reality, immortality, / His insight and power encircle things and the human race.' ‘Song
of the Answerer’, Walt Whitman.179
What most philosophies, and science, share is the denial of the human centeredness of any
project. Antonio Damasio writes: ‘the cool strategy advocated by Kant, among others, has far
more to do with the way patients with prefrontal damage go about deciding than with how
normals usually operate.’180 His thesis that emotions and feelings are intimate to cognition,
together with George Lakoff and Mark Turner’s evidence that metaphor is integral to
philosophy,181 should guard us against the siren call of ‘objectivity’. The separation of humans
from a sense of being immersed in the world, and of subject/ observer from the observed, has
implications for our wellbeing.182
This thesis acknowledges previous attacks on poetry and responses, and examines the allure and
possibilities of a wide range of poetries, aiming to uncover the poiesis of poetry, its creativity
not its textuality. It doesn’t offer an ars poetica, but celebrates poetic activity; whereas
Edmundsen’s DoP ignores both poems and poetry. I contextualise poetic activity in terms of
cognitive processes, and broad cultural formations. There is no single scale of explanation;183 as
Dedre Gentner comments, ‘It would be crazy to explain the operation of a Mack truck in terms
of quantum mechanics, and it would be crazy to try to explain inference in terms of nothing but
brain-level mechanisms.’184 Preference depends on context of explanation, whether in history or
cognition, since phenomena range across levels and perspectives. Diversity in poetics, culture
and biota are vital for nourishing human dwelling. This thesis ranges widely to encompass
poetry’s wide range, from ancient oral traditions to contemporary highly technologised material
art forms.
The ‘Language Poets’ have produced plenty of manifestos and defences of poetry, concentrating
on formalist concerns (if not methodologies) with a political theme.185 For example, Ron
Silliman makes clear his view on what issues literary criticism should address (with
implications for a DoP):
‘The question confronting poetry is not what is the best poem, nor even the best poetry,
but what are the social roles of the poem and how can these be raised to the level of
consciousness so that the power relations upon which poetry itself is constituted become
perceptible and vulnerable to challenge.’
Ron Silliman186
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The LIP poetic emphasises the new: new forms, original methods of composing a poem, often
non-referential, subverting syntax, and using generative procedures, and/or paratactic styles.
These techniques subvert traditional perception, readings and understandings of the art form,
often seeking to involve the subconscious in a political project. Often there appears a
didacticism in the commentaries that is excised from the poetry. Another poetics with political
ambitions is ecocriticism, which Lawrence Buell suggests has, ‘the desire to bring academic
writing closer to creative nature writing, as well as to environmental(ist) life-praxis, by taking
literary study outdoors, in situ.’187 It is this latter view, which is developed in the course of this
thesis, while acknowledging Charles Bernstein’s notion of unpredictable poetics, and Pierre
Joris’ nomadic poetics.188
The avant-garde frequently looks to theory for support (LIP poets are an example), but Daniel
Herwitz argues that avant-garde works are under-determined by theories, which the avant-garde
artists advance to generate, support, or explain them.189 Too much theory in poetry makes poets
uneasy.190 LIP poets have suggested that theory and poetry are part of the same discourse,191 but
there are differences, including theory’s disciplined lack of wonder and celebration of the
world’s diversity.192 Rod Mengham suggests that the apparent hermeneutic openness of a LIP
poem is actually controlled by its context of theory discourse.193 Carlo Parcelli, a champion of
Modernist and Objectivist poetics, complains, ‘Pound's approach requires much more energy
than either the Neo-Georgians [his neologism for ‘mainstream’ poetry] or their main detractors,
the high mannerist Language poets and their heirs, are willing or capable of bringing to their
poetry. The Language poets have in particular demonstrated that often the most intelligent and
institutionally inclined poets make the worst ones.’194 Even Marjorie Perloff, an important critic
who champions innovative poetry, has commented, ‘One of the most problematic
manifestations of what we might call post-language poetics is that, in the wake of the
foundational theory that filled the pages of avant-garde little magazines of the eighties ... a good
bit of ‘soft’ theorising is taking place.’ She adds, ‘I am beginning to wish poets would once
again take to composing poetry rather than producing so much ‘theoretical.’195
Philosophising damaged the poetic output of poets like Shelley and Coleridge. Friedrich Schiller
realised, ‘It is still the question whether the philosophy of art has anything to say to the artist. [I]
applied the metaphysic of art too directly to objects and handled it as a practical tool for which it
is not quite suitable,’ (1798). He could have kept to his adage that, ‘Man is only truly human
when he plays.’196 In 1812, Fichte wrote three sonnets in an attempt to overcome abstract
philosophising.197 It is a central insight; one Colin Falck claims, is essential for, ‘suggesting a
foundation for a new non-instrumental and non-theoretical understanding not only of art but
human life as a whole.’198 Shelley struggled to decide what kind of poetry to write –
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observational poems, or abstract. Carlos Baker claims he had a ‘strong predilection for the
construction of abstract metaphysical systems.’199 And Gary Snyder confesses, ‘Finally I gave
up trying to carry on an intellectual interior life ... By just working, I found myself being
completely there, having the whole mountain inside of me, and finally having a whole language
inside of me that became one with the rocks and with the trees.‘200 Then there is science.
Charles Darwin loved poetry and took ‘Paradise Lost’ with him on the Beagle,201 but later
wrote, ‘I wholly lost, to my greatest regret, all pleasure from poetry of any kind.’202
The avant-garde uses formalism so readily because of its facility for change: changing the
appearance of an art work is easier than transforming techne and underlying thought, though not
all poetry outside the mainstream is formalist. David Antin comments:
‘and maybe that’s why I’m such a poor avant-gardist
with the present

because I’m mainly concerned

which if can find it might let me know what to do.’
David Antin203

My interest is in fundamental poetic practice and the importance of language (and thus poetry)
for cognitive development.204 Language is an essential tool, is the ‘ultimate artefact’ (Andy
Clark205) and ‘articulation’ (J.M. Balkin206). It is important to keep in mind however, that
language is not necessarily the primary medium of thought; pre-discursive processing is also
central and language has to be seen as functioning within the forms of life - as a flow of
interactions with the environment that both 'calls out' reactions from us, and 'into' which we act;
particular contexts shape meaning.207 Thus sociology, psychology, anthropology and the
cognitive sciences all have a role in a DoP.208
I am interested in theory that underpins an explanation of poetry as a human practice, and not a
particular way of reading poetry, i.e. not literary criticism per se.209 Unsurprisingly, poets offer
good DoPs in their poems; both Sidney and Shelley offer additional defences in their poetry.210
There are other categories of defender from judges (the Honourable Clayton W. Horn211) to
scientists. The palaeontologist Stephen Jay Gould, wrote a literary mix of historical research and
empirical field studies with what he called, ‘baroque excrescences and digressions’, even on
fossil molluscs and snails.212 Yet it is the Darwinian ‘hard man’ Richard Dawkins who has
written a defence of poetry.213
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The Argument
‘The very Poet makes and contriues out of his owne braine both the verse and matter
of his poeme.’
George Puttenham214

Language is not a single material. One might agree with Adrian Stokes (following John Ruskin)
that, ‘A figure carved in stone is fine carving when one feels not the figure, but the stone
through the medium of the figure, has come to life.’215 But language is multi-dimensional, being
a highly complex cognitive process, incorporating the tongue and breath, a symbolic system,
sounds, writings, metaphor and concept, narrative medium, affect medium and speech act. It can
be iconic, or highly abstract. Poetry makes use of all these properties in different ways.
Philosophers (particularly the Logical Positivists) have claimed that poetry has no information
content. This thesis argues for epistemic poetics, and from this position, examines various
approaches to understanding poems:
•

the speech act approach to poetry;

•

the phenomenological iconicity of speech; and

•

the abstract range and information storage language possesses.

Poetry offers rich and diverse forms of knowledge that can take two divergent paths:
1. The intimate, iconic, embodied and lyrical, which avoids objectification, and highlights
the dynamic nature of language, thought and action. Eric Havelock argued that the oral
is processural,216 but all poetry is processural. Like the practice of Tai Chi, poetry
practice (creation/reception) is always in process in a world that is processural,
dynamic, contingent, and historicised - illuminated by thinkers, as diverse as, Chuang
Tzu,217 G.H. Mead,218 Martin Buber,219 John Dewey,220 Jerome Bruner,221 David
Harvey,222 Arne Naess,223 Gary Snyder,224 David Antin,225 and various cognitive
scientists.226
2. An expansive informational poetic. From Empedocles and Lucretius, John Dyer and
Erasmus Darwin - to MacDiarmid’s poetry of facts and David Antin’s ‘talk poems’ poetry has a varied tradition of using the symbolic power of language, though the
didactic, and its informational possibilities, has been dismissed since Romanticism.227
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This thesis emphasises the embodied nature of human cognition and cognitive and affective
nature of action.228 A DoP searching for the roots of poetry requires some notion of human
nature, a contentious, but important area; as David Barash observes, ‘Human nature is just too
fluid, too complicated, too difficult to be captured entirely by any formulation, whether
biological, philosophical, cultural, theological or what have you.’ 229 What does it mean to
suggest poetry is natural? It means poetry is ‘innate’, an evolved capacity in that given the
human genotype (working through varied but not extraordinary epigenetic environments) poetry
is almost certain to be practiced by a human being in the course of normal development practiced in the sense of reciting nursery rhyme, having a sense of rhythmic and musical
possibilities, pervasive and natural use of metaphor, etc. Primo Levi thought humans were
genetically predisposed to poetry, summed up by his phrase, ‘All of us are born poets’.230 Alison
Halliday notes that children’s use of poetry tends to shift the balance between oral and textbased poetry: ‘While nursery rhymes are essentially oral, the lure of reciting, reading aloud and
listening remains a potent force in poetry.’231
Poetry is also its own way of thinking, telling and arguing. Sidney reminds us of the role of
pleasure and makes the anthropological argument, that in the beginnings of culture, the ‘sweet
delights’ of poetry prepared minds to exercise and develop knowledge. But poetry is more than
Lucretian honey (as indeed is Lucretius’ own poetry232), or Horatian pedagogy. Poetry is a
fundamental tool for human thinking and feeling about thought, the self, others and the world.
The path for this argument has been eased by the demise of scientific positivism, and findings of
cognitive science. Language does not mirror the world (to use Rorty’s term) but describes it
usefully and creatively – and metaphor is a prime method of generating descriptions – just as
poetry is a prime generator of new metaphors, affects, images and descriptions.
The Muses once fascinated poets. Romantic poets were interested in David Hartley and the
associationist psychologists. Poets subsequently read Freud and Jung to understand mental and
social processes, so the lack of interest most poets and poetry theorists show in cognitive
science is surprising. (Cognitive science is the interdisciplinary study of mind encompassing
philosophy, evolutionary psychology, artificial intelligence, neuroscience, linguistics, and
anthropology. 233)
This thesis makes no attempt to claim that poetry offers the promise of Happiness, or Truth, but
rather that thinking through poetry opens up possibilities of imagining the world, and being in
the world, as opposed to habitual institutionalised thinking. While supporting evolutionary
naturalism, I do not subscribe to functional accounts of poetry. I examine them, but make no
claims for poetry-skilled selection from an evolutionary psychology stance. 234 Back in the
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1980s, George Lakoff (a linguist) and Mark Johnson (a philosopher) together with Mark Turner
(a literary theorist), argued that objectivist metaphors are ubiquitous in language; they continued
to examine the broad foundations of thought via cognitive linguistics.235 They represent ‘soft’
cognitive science, or ‘second-generation’ cognitive science, which investigates the embodied
mind and phenomena of metaphor, metonymy, image schemata, and the prototypical basis of
semantic categories. They agree that ‘literary’ processes, such as narrative, metaphor and
imagination, are central for thought and language, and reject the distinction between figurative
and ‘literal’ language (a distinction used to attack poetry). As Elizabeth Hart notes, ‘all of which
contribute to recasting human reason into a set of highly imaginative - not logical but figural processes.’236 Cognition and language is grounded in bodily experience, though Alan
Richardson notes, 'A decade after Mark Johnson's The Body in the Mind, cognitive science still
is seen as disembodied and aridly computational.’237
Human action in, and perception of, the external world looks very different, and far more
engaging from a processural non-binary aspect. Tim Ingold, an anthropologist, takes a
phenomenological stance: ‘Far from dressing up a plain reality with layers of metaphor, or
representing it, map-like, in the imagination, songs, stories, and designs serve to conduct the
attention of performers into the world, deeper and deeper, as one proceeds from outward
appearance to an ever more intense poetic involvement.’238 This involvement requires an active
dynamic relationship between mind and body, as Merleau Ponty emphasised.239 Thought and
language and action are intrinsically related and poetic, so this thesis is a Defence of Poetry
(DoP) as much as a Defence of Poems. I do not limit this defence to poetry (or literature from
littera, Latin for ‘letter’), accepting the ancient notion of poiesis. Poetic practice is (typically for
artistic practice) enactive and performative. This approach requires acknowledgement of techne,
(skill, practice) (which Plato denied poets have), but which from my stance of processural
embodied skilled practice as fundamental, must be appreciated for understanding how the
richness of human life happens. The mind/brain and environment are not mutually exclusive
domains, respectively mental and private vs. material and public.240 The dynamic of
development encompasses relations - intra and inter - persons and environments emerge
together as complementary moments of a single process - forms and structures of the
environment link with histories of the activities of persons. Tool use and language use work
together with the environment.241 Platonic and Cartesian dichotomies fail to allow for the fact
that we are conjoined, dwelling in the environment and must seek a ‘new ecology.’242
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Cognitive and physical processes negotiate various environments humans encounter:


the natural - physical, symbiotic biota, habitats;



the social - ethics, politics, economics;



the embodied self - illuminated by psychology, cognitive science;



the technological; and



the aesthetic.

Language does not belong on this list - we live in the world not the word. The word is a tool,
though not simply instrumental - a tool in a richly substantive embodied techne. We keep in
constant touch with these environments in embodied and cognitively fluid ways. This thesis
argues that poetry enriches this dynamic dialectic in all these environments. The environment
cannot be separated out. The brain/mind uses external props to help it memorise and think (the
work of Luria, Vygotsky, Merlin Donald, Ian Stewart and Jack Cohen, Steven Mithen and Andy
Clark, among others is cited.) Poetry is an art form that is importantly embodied and which
integrates cognitive functions – ‘cognitive fluidity’ is a key.243 This thesis argues that poetry and
poems provide ‘cognitive opportunity’, due to the Cognitive Fluidity of the mind through
dynamic feedback interactions with the body, and with language. In human neurobiology, the
term ‘cognition’ refers to intellectual functions that include perceiving, remembering,
imagining, conceiving, understanding, judging, and reasoning - but a large proportion of these
processes are not available to consciousness (Lakoff & Johnson claim 95% of thinking is
unconscious).244 I suggest that a rich poetics utilises all of these processes to varying degrees.
Mark Turner boldly states: ‘Poetry so thoroughly harmonizes with the predispositions of the
human brain that it flows into the brain and occupies it, sowing there the seed of its own
replication. In [Terrence] Deacon's view, language has evolved to become poetry for the
newborn brain.’245
This thesis then proposes that the practice of poetry is a natural process that both expands and
integrates cognition and is well worth preserving – and experiencing - in its artefactual form, the
poem. Poems provide the ‘scaffolding’ for performative speech acts, and an aesthetic
sensibility; and a diversity of poetries is useful246 (diversity is vital for any art-form), including:
‘authentic poetry’ (Mary Karr247), the folk art of New Formalism, elitist avant-garde formalist
positions, self-indulgence of some LIP poetry, and the sometimes debilitating hubris of a genre
called ‘workshop’ poetry, which while appearing to risk so much, risks so little.
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‘Despite the present prominence of the critic, it is to the poet we must turn for poetics.
With few exceptions, those qualified to theorise about poetry are those who write it.
And the most effective poetics take the form of an apologia for one particular style of
writing – usually the poet’s own.’
Stephen Romer248

My main interests lie in the possibilities of two recent contemporary forms of the poem:
1. Ecopoetry –
An ecological poetry works the particular environment of the particular poem with
associations that connect the poet (and reader/listener) with the world. A processural
view of the nature of things involves a fundamental shift in our understanding and
eco/bio-centric realisation of the interrelatedness of all things – seeking the ordinary not
the sublime - world, not word - orientated;
2. Hypertext digital poetry –
As Walter Benjamin anticipated, language changed through early electronic media.249
Eduardo Kac now gives instructions to a poet (no sign of the Muse, of genius,
Mallarmé’s inspiration, or bardic communal tradition): ‘At the moment of the poem's
conception, the poet should study all the combining possibilities among letters (threedimensional objects) and angles of vision of the spectator (parallax) that are organised
vertically and horizontally.250 Poets have more choice in techniques, forms and media
than ever before. A DoP that claims a ‘new’ approach should take the new
developments into account as well as the preliterate roots of our poetic traditions. The
danger is that techne will be pushed out of the way by technology.251 But hypertext
poetry can, like ecopoetry, affirm a new alignment to the world of process and
interrelations.
I locate an aporia in current hypertext theory that leaves its beginnings in information
theory behind, and take a new approach to ecopoetry by looking to the georgic and
neglected didactic, discursive 18th C poetic tradition as model for an expansive
ecological poetry, one not dependent on the lyric eye/I. While literary criticism is now
focused on literature's social and ideological responsibilities, there is still antipathy
towards didactic or informational poetry.
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To defend poetry as an important human practice entails understanding human beings and the
nature of language use. Hence this thesis is in two parts:

In Part 1, Background Poetics – The Poet as Language Animal, this thesis offers a
naturalistic and empirical account of the ecological language animal.
In Part 2, The Nature and Possibilities of Poems, this thesis investigates the nature of poems,
and examine two relatively new possibilities - ecopoetry and hypertext poetry.
In Part 3, Poems, poems ‘appear’ for the defence, illuminating particular arguments (for
example, ‘Grand Canyon’ softens Allen Carlson’s Cognitive Naturalism); but primarily these
poems are, in themselves, a Defence of Poetry.
Plato challenged readers at the end of the Republic to provide a defence of poetry (607cde); this
thesis accepts the challenge.
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‘philosophers and theorists, then comments, ‘More troubling is that the negative reception of poetry is
almost as common among poets, perhaps because they experience rejection more acutely and are tempted
to surrender what they most cherish.’ Yves Bonnefoy, ‘At Stake: Poetry in the Western World’, Common
Knowledge, 8:3 2002, p596.
40
Hugh Kenner ‘The Bleak Word’, in Richard Kostelanetz, Ed., A Critical (ninth) Assembling, New
York: Assembling Press, 1979, unpaginated.
41
In 1984, Carlo Parcelli says he had idea for poetry slams: ‘Sure, I would drive a carload of Washington
poets to take on a group of Baltimore versifiers. But on my team, I would also have an individual who
was utterly steeped in the poetic tradition. In fact, the individual I had in mind had committed huge
amounts of poetry to memory – Homer in classical Greek, the Romantics, Auden, Yeats, Dickinson, Eliot,
Pound, Lowell, Stevens, Joyce, Beckett, and, like the playbill says, many, many, more . . . The purpose of
this was to edify the audience and mortify the poets, causing them to reflect on their production. It would
also prevent the slams from degenerating into referenda on who was more flip or funny. And finally, by
throwing the verbal equivalent of a bucket of cold water on the sizzling egos of young poets, it would
demonstrate just how rare enduring poetry is.’ Carlo Parcelli, ‘Who Hired Bill Moyers to Destroy
American Poetry?’ http://webdelsol.com/FLASHPOINT/moypoets.htm. [DL29.6.2001]
42
Robert Nozick, The Nature of Rationality, Princeton UP, 1993, pxi.
43
He also cites Kant as coming close to claiming the independence of beauty in his third Critique from
moral demands, or utilitarian usefulness. Charles Taylor, Sources of the Self: The Making of Modern
Identity, Cambridge, Mass., 1989, ‘But Kant doesn't take that step. The beautiful turns out to be another
way that we are in touch with the supersensible in us. It is a ‘symbol of the morally good.’ It is thus
related and firmly subordinated to our moral destiny.’ p423, 440,434.
44
‘The epiphany is our achieving contact with something, where this contact either fosters and/or itself
constitutes a spiritually significant fulfilment or wholeness.’ Charles Taylor, Sources of the Self: The
Making of Modern Identity, Cambridge, Mass. Harvard UP. 1989, p425.
45
R. Coleman, The art of work: an epitaph to skill, Pluto Press, 1988, p11.
46
Calvin Bedient notes in a review of Charles Bernstein, A Poetics, Harvard UP, 1992: ‘In calling for all
kinds of poetry, Bernstein means to win respect for Language poetry. But in fact he has only bad things to
say about every kind of poetry except his own.’ Calvin Bedient, ‘The Retreat from Poetic Modernism’,
Modernism/Modernity 1:3, 1994, p229. In fact, Bernstein admits, ‘To pretend to be non-partisan, above
the fray,... is an all too common form of mystification and bad faith aimed at bolstering the authority of
one’s pronouncements.’ A Poetics, 1992, p2.
47
OTHER: British and Irish Poetry since 1970. Eds. Richard Caddel and Peter Quarterinain. Hanover:
Wesleyan University Press, 1998, pxvi . These Editors weaken their cause with petulant Most of the Poets
in this anthology are English, but each will, understand this in a different context, and most will reject the
stylised anglophilia of, say, Geoffrey Hill and Philip Larkin.’ pxviii. Elliot Weinberger surmises that, ‘For
decades American poetry has been divided into two camps...’ Elliot Weinberger opening his preface to
American Poetry Since 1950: Innovators and Outsiders, 1993, pxi. Paul Hoover claims ‘Postmodernist
poetry is the avant-garde poetry of our time’ Paul Hoover Ed., Postmodern American Poetry. New York:
W.W. Norton, 1994, pxxv.
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48

The term ‘Language Poetry’ subsumes ‘Language writing, ‘Language-centered writing,’
‘L=A=N=G=U=A=G=E Poetry.’ There is now ‘post-Language Poetry’ and in the UK ‘Linguistically
Innovative Poetry.’ A term coined by Gilbert Adair for avant-garde poetry and now used in the USA and
here in Australia. See Robert Sheppard, ‘Re-tooling for the Alternatives’, PN Review 114.
49
Andrew Duncan talks of ‘the cultural genocide of the Morrison/Motion anthology of 1982’ in a review
of The New Poetry, titled, ‘50 meals at MacDonald's.’ Angel Exhaust 11. (The New Poetry Ed., Michael
Hulse, David Kennedy, David Morley, Bloodaxe, 1993). He cites two camps (the mainstream and
innovative) and comments, ‘I would see these as, first, the poetry of banality – confined within a small
range of ideas and forms, repeating used experience, choosing typicality because only this allows the poet
to demonstrate moral fitness (‘Look out baby cause I'm using banality. Get out of my way cause I own
reality’, as Iggy Pop nearly sang), and, secondly, ‘art poetry’ – where ‘the song does change from time to
time’ (as Robert Plant sang), and the styles are therefore diverse.’ Andrew Duncan, ‘The Invisible
Museum’, Poetry Review Volume 92, No 2, Summer 2002.
50
John Kinsella comments, ‘Objections to such poetics [LIP] tend to come from the pre-nineties poets
(quite a few of the '68ers, despite what they might think, are closer to their old foes than they are to the
innovations of the Louis Armands and Kate Lilleys of the poetry world).’ John Kinsella, ‘Poets
Cornered’, http://www.geocities.com/SoHo/Square/1664/kinsella.html [DL 6.4.2002]. These ‘‘68ers’
include John Tranter and Robert Adamson, as the new vanguard, yet both had very different agendas. The
position is closer to a triad: Murray – Tranter – Adamson (then there are the feminist poets). John
Kinsella mentions these anthologies but adds, ‘If we talk about the poetry wars of the seventies and
eighties we set the name Les Murray against that of John Tranter; then there's that wonderful media beatup, the Generation of '68, against which an amorphous amalgamation of ‘others’ ie, conservatives,
traditionalism, non-friends of the '68ers are opposed.’ He thinks this oppositional but diverse situation is
politically useful, ‘So, the State of Poetry in Australia? Paranoid, internalised, fragmented, fraught with
tensions. Also diverse, adaptable, inventive, pluralistic and outward looking. They seem like different
portraits, but they are of the same mosaic, the same canvas with its fragmentations and mixed media
overlays. Ironically, this is a healthy way for it to be. The state can't get and hasn't got hold of it.’ ‘Poets
cornered.’ In an interview with John Kinsella, Adamson admits to feeling threatened. He was roasted by
Tranter for his Robert Duncan influenced poems, and found Jackson MacLow as an ‘ally’ and quotes
him: ‘Indeed some practitioners and sympathetic critics [of Language Poetry] call such works nonreferential and one of them has mounted a brilliant, seemingly Marxist attack on reference as a kind of
fetishism contributing to alienation, but this is a dangerous argument easily turned against its proponents.’
This is the bit that interested me: ‘What could be more of a fetish or more alienated than slices of
language stripped of reference?’ He says, ‘Of course as other practitioners and critics have realised and
stated, no language use is really non-referential. If it’s language it consists of signs and all signs point to
what they signify.’ This anxiety poets have with the signifier / signified issue I discuss in Chap 5. (No
date) http://www.saltpublishing.com/int_adamson.html [DL 5.7.2003] The traditional notion of camps
and influence are simplistic typologies (Martin Harrison uses the figure of the banyan tree to describe
literary influence, ‘The Myth of Origins’ Southerly, 2/2000).
51
Robert Gray and Geoffrey Lehmann, Eds., Australian Poetry in the Twentieth Century, Port
Melbourne: Heinemann, 1991. John Tranter and Philip Mead, Eds., The Penguin Book of Modern
Australian Poetry. Ringwood: Penguin 1991. The former pretends there are no ideological and political
concerns, that simply ‘We have read again every poet of the period we could find, have chosen the poems
we like most... ’ (pxi). The latter claim to avoid, ‘repetitive and combative rhetoric’, suggesting that ‘most
of the argument based on [opposing] terms had faded by now into that muted region of past controversy.’
(pxxviii) Tranter has commented in an interview with Kinsella, ‘But then Les and I are more alike than
different: we’re both contemporary Australian poets, from coastal country farms, who both attended
Sydney University during the sixties, and I suppose the differences are more psychological than literary.’
John Tranter interviewed by John Kinsella, <www.johnkinsella.org/interviews/tranter1.html> [DL
6.4.2002]. Kevin Hart warns that, ‘To view Tranter as the post-modernist alternative to Murray would be
to perpetuate a journalistic image of Australian literature.’ Kevin Hart, ‘The False Origin: Australian
Poetry 1988-90’, Australian and New Zealand Studies in Canada, No8, 1992, ANZSC. Though Martin
Duwell praises its generosity in ‘A Wordy Bunch of Worthies’, Scripsi 7:3, 1992, p145. Hart points out
the underlying polemic of a modernist canon from Slessor to Tranter in, ‘A Canon in Question: Modern
Australian Poetry’, Overland 126, 1992, p87-89. Kinsella writes ‘As a postscript to this it may be worth
noting that new tensions and divisions are evolving but they have yet to "declare" themselves. JK, 1998’,
‘Spatial relationships’, ft 4, http://www.geocities.com/SoHo/Square/1664/kinsella.html> [originally
published in Siglo 7, 1996/97. Ron Silliman has denied a hegemonic position in ‘the poetry wars’, but it
is clear that political ground is being claimed when he writes, ‘It is now plain that any debate over who is,
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or is not, a better writer, or what is, or is not a legitimate writing is, for the most part, a surrogate social
struggle.’ Ron Silliman, ‘Language, Realism, Poetry’, preface to In the American Tree, Ed., Ron Silliman,
Orono: National Poetry Foundation, 1986.
52
John Tranter Ed., The New Australian Poetry, Makar Press/ UQP, 1979. Tranter recalls, ‘Some of the
writers I asked — Kris Hemensley was one — wanted to know who else would be in the anthology before
they would allow their work to appear, so I guess they had a much more anxious, politicised view of what
an anthology would do than I did.’ Kate Lilley interviews John Tranter, 20 April 2001, Southerly,
http://www.austlit.com/jt/iv-of/2001lilley.html. [DL 1.2.2002]
53
‘[P]oetry is central in the educational theory. It occupied this position so it seems in contemporary
society, and it was a position held apparently not on the grounds that we would offer, namely poetry's
inspirational and imaginative effects, but on the ground that it provided a massive repository of useful
knowledge, a sort of encyclopaedia of ethics, politics, history, and technology which the effective citizen
was required to learn as the core of his educational equipment. Poetry represented not something we call
by that name, but an indoctrination which today would be comprised in a shelf of text books and works of
reference.’ Eric A. Havelock. Preface to Plato, Cambridge, MA: Harvard UP, 1982, p27.
54
In non-Western cultures, poets are important and can still attract large audiences in Russia, for
example. In Australia, Les Murray is called upon by the media to pronounce on occasion but has not the
powerful voice in political and public cultural affairs that the German poet Hans Magnus Enzensberger
has. This is a result of refusing to limit the poetic to the personal and arguing that poetry and critical prose
complement each other. Jonathan Monroe, ‘Between ideologies and a hard place: Hans Magnus
Enzensberger's utopian pragmatist poetics’, Studies in 20th Century Literature v21, Winter 1997, p41-77.
In the West, poetry was once useful as part of the armoury of sprezzatura - skill in horsemanship,
swordplay, dancing, speaking, and writing - all highly valued at court.
55
Damien Hirst’s definition of great art is, ‘Great art is when you walk round the corner and go, 'Fucking
hell! What's that?'’ Tom Lubbock, ‘Praying for inspiration’ Independent, 10 September 2003.
56
This poet’s complaint is not new. Wordsworth blamed the, ‘rapid communication of intelligence’ for
sending ‘the invaluable work of our elder writers... into neglect’ and encouraging ‘frantic novels... and
deluges of idle and extravagant stories in verse... degrading thirst after outrageous stimulation.’ William
Wordsworth, Preface to the Lyrical Ballads 1800, Romanticism: An Anthology. Ed., Duncan Wu, Oxford:
Blackwell, 1998, see p358-360. Josef Brodsky commented back in 1991, ‘The latest census that I've seen
gives the population of the United States as approximately 250 million. This means that a standard
commercial publishing house, printing this or that author's first or second volume, aims at only .001
percent of the entire population. To me, this is absurd... ’ Josef Brodsky lecture at the Library of
Congress, Oct 1991, ‘An Immodest Proposal’, in On Grief and Reason, Farrar, Straus & Giroux, 1995.
Donald Hall, a couple of years earlier, had commented, ‘If everybody artistic loathes statistics, everybody
artistic still tells us that ‘nobody reads poetry,’ which is a numerical notion - and untrue.’ ‘Death to the
Death of Poetry’, Harper's Magazine, 1989, in Death to the Death of Poetry, U of Michigan P, 1994.
57
Algernon Moncrieff argued in 1886 that poetry ‘has to a large extent ceased to be read.’ Algernon
Moncrieff, ‘Craigcrook and Francis Jeffrey’, in James Taylor, Lord Jeffrey and Craigcrook, Edinburgh:
David Douglas, 1892, p29.
58
E. Wilson, ‘Is Verse a Dying Technique?’ in The Triple Thinkers: Twelve Essays on Literary Subjects,
pp. 22-36. London: John Lehman, 1952.
59
Joseph Epstein ‘Who Killed Poetry?’ Commentary, 1988.
60
‘The ample provision of ephemeral writing for the masses made it more and more obvious that serious
writing must be content with its own small audience; the avant-garde took pride in the fact, but eventually
its products were to be saved by the creation of an artificial class of readers who taught, or were taught, in
colleges.’ Frank Kermode, ‘The Common Reader’ in An Appetite for Poetry, Collins, 1989, p50-51.
61
‘The way we read now partly depends upon our distance, inner or outer, from the universities, where
reading is scarcely taught as a pleasure, in any of the deeper senses of the aesthetics of pleasure.’ Harold
Bloom, How to Read and Why, New York: Scribner, 2000, p22.
62
Charles Bernstein, ‘Frame Lock’, My Way: Speeches and Poems, U of Chicago P, 1999, p90.
63
Kevin Brophy, ‘Taming the Contemporary’, Text Vol4:1, April 2000.
64
Neal Bowers, ‘University Poetry, Inc.’, Poetry, July 2002, quoted by Craig Beaven, in a review pf The
Darker Fall, by Rick Barot, Sarabande Books, 2002.
http://www.blackbird.vcu.edu/v2n2/nonfiction/beaven_c/barot.htm [DL 8.2.2002]
65
Dana Gioia’s essay, ‘Can Poetry Matter?’ provoked a huge response, answering the question. ‘Like
priests in a town of agnostics, [poets] still command a certain residual prestige. But as individual artists
they are almost invisible.’ The Atlantic Monthly, May 1991. Republished Can Poetry Matter? Essays on
Poetry and American Culture, Graywolf Press, l992. He is a flag bearer for new formalism. I agree with
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Christopher Clausen’s main point that poetry [I’d qualify with most poetry] in the face of the successes of
science and technology and the social sciences has abandoned claims of describing the external world or
ourselves; and to a lesser extent that education is letting down literature in favour of mass cultural
entertainment, and that poetry’s material is compromised by capitalism, advertising. I do not share his
hostility to modernism or championing of formalism. Christopher Clausen, The Place of Poetry: Two
Centuries of an Art in Crisis, UP of Kentucky, 1982. See also Louis D, Rubin, ‘Poetry and the separation
of styles’, The Sewanee Review 103, Winter, 1995, p155-67.
66
Dick Allen’s manifesto on Expansive Poetry (linked to the New Formalism, but freer in technique)
emphasises: ‘significant content, strong narrative and dramatic elements, and a renewal of variations of
traditional forms, say its poets, once again expands poetry's reaching out to a wider, more general reading
audience. Like Language Poetry (which Expansive Poets generally regard as trivial Dadaism), Expansive
Poetry is a reaction against the domination of free verse lyric confessional poetry's excesses of
nominalism and narcissism. But unlike Language Poetry, Expansive Poetry's emphasis is on meaning
carried by variations on traditional technique, rather than on the use of technique as a way to meaning.’
Dick Allen, ‘Overcoming the Tic of Techniques: The Emergence of Expansive Poetry’
http://www.n2hos.com/acm/culttwo.html [DL 9.2.20002] Wade Newman, Frederick Feirstein, Frederick
Turner, and Dana Gioia are key figures.
67
‘It is worthwhile to remember that Wilson found Edna St. Vincent Millay the great poet of her age better than Robert Frost, Marianne Moore, T. S. Eliot, Ezra Pound, Wallace Stevens, and William Carlos
Williams.’ Donald Hall in ‘Death to the Death of Poetry’, Harper's magazine, 1989, reprinted in Death to
the Death of Poetry, U of Michigan P, 1994. Hall says that according to the harbingers’ arguments, there
appears common public perception of poetry - that: It is universally agreed that no one reads it; It is
universally agreed that the non-reading of poetry is (a) contemporary and (b) progressive. From (a) it
follows that sometime back (a wandering date, like "olden times" for a six-year-old) our ancestors read
poems, and poets were rich and famous. From (b) it follows that every year fewer people read poems (or
buy books or go to poetry readings) than the year before. Other pieces of common knowledge: Only poets
read poetry; Poets themselves are to blame because "poetry has lost its audience." Everybody today
knows that poetry is "useless and completely out of date" - as Flaubert put it in Bouvard and Pécuchet a
century ago.’ (Thomas Love Peacock’s argument).
68
Peacock wrote to Shelley, ‘Considering poetical reputation as a prize to be obtained by a certain species
of exertion, and that sort of thing which obtains the prize is the drivelling doggeral under the name of
Barry Cornwall, I think but one conclusion possible, that to a rational ambition poetical reputation is not
only not to be desired, but most earnestly to be deprecated.’ Quoted by Ian Jack, The Poet and His
Audience, Cambridge: Cambridge UP, 1984, p115. Wordsworth had a less paparazzi oriented fame
though Ousby suggests that by the 1840s Wordsworth was receiving 500 visitors a year at Rydal Mount.
I. Ousby, The Englishman’s England, Cambridge UP, 1990. p180. ‘Tomorrow morning some poet may,
like Byron, wake up to find himself famousfor having written a novel, for having killed his wife; it will
not be for having written a poem.’ Randall Jarrell, ‘The Obscurity of the Poet’ quoted by Andrew
Johnson, review of Steven Matthews, Les Murray. Melbourne: Melbourne UP, 2001, Colloquy 7, May
2003. http://www.arts.monash.edu.au/others/colloquy/current/Issue%20Seven/Murray.htm [DL
3.3.2002]
69
Shelley, §72, ‘A Poet is a nightingale who sits in darkness, and sings to cheer its own solitude with
sweet sounds.’
70
Jonathan Culler writes, ‘Discipline must suppose the possibility of solving a problem, finding the truth,
and thus writing the last word on the topic. The idea of a discipline is the idea of an investigation in which
writing might be brought to an end.’ Jonathan Culler, On Deconstruction: Theory and Criticism after
Structuralism, Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press, 1982, p90. Michel Foucault comments, ‘The success
of disciplinary power derives no doubt from the use of simple instruments: hierarchical observation,
normalising judgment, and their combination in a procedure that is specific to it – the examination.’
Michel Foucault, Discipline and Punish: The Birth of the Prison, (Surveiller et punir, 1975), trans. Alan
Sheridan, Allen Lane, Penguin, London 1977, p188. He examines the evolution of discipline from the
body to the soul, in all institutions, from the academy to the Church. Althusser distinguishes two major
State mechanisms for discipline, ensuring compliant behaviour, even when not in their best interests. The
first is what Althusser calls Repressive State Apparatuses (RSA), that enforces behaviour directly, (eg.
police and prisons). The second mechanism is the Ideological State Apparatus (ISA), institutions which
generate ideologies which we then internalise and act in accordance with. These include schools,
universities and the arts. See Louis Althusser, ‘Ideology and Ideological State Apparatuses’, in Hazard
Adams and Leroy Searle, Eds., Critical Theory Since 1965, Tallahassee: Florida State UP, 1986, p239.
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71

‘His novices would be funded by scholarships based on school-exam results and ‘inscripted’ into the
university as others are conscripted into the army, living a communal life in dormitories under
surveillance, wearing uniforms, with limited spending money, ruled by regulations tighter than those of
the civic police. So it may come as a surprise to realise that the novice (and thus the academic and senior
civil servant) was marked off from ‘associates’ by a ‘love of art (Kunst)’.’ – ‘In this pared-down and
displaced form Fichte reaches back to an idea of Schiller's - that education in the humanities is a means of
producing independent and balanced individuals through aesthetic appreciation.’ Simon During,
‘Teaching Culture’ Australian Humanities Review, http://www.lib.latrobe.e du.au/AHR/copyright.html
[DL 8.3.2002]
72
Simon During, ‘Teaching Culture’, ibid.
73
The ethos of people sharing culture is ‘the tone, character and quality of their life, its moral and
aesthetic style and mood; it is the underlying attitude towards themselves and their world that life
reflects.’ Clifford Geertz, The Interpretation of Culture, New York: Basic, 1973, p127.
74
Clifford Geertz, Islam Observed: Religious Developments in Morocco and Indonesia. New Haven:
Yale UP, 1968, p24.
75
Pierre Bourdieu, Homo Academicus, Cambridge: Polity Press, 1988.
76
Geoffrey H. Hartman, The Fateful Question of Culture. New York: Columbia UP, 1997, p34.
77
The rules for creative arts PhDs have been somewhat relaxed. Tess Brady writes of her exegesis on her
novel written within a PhD program, ‘Like the creative product it is not safe, not comfortable, not
predictable. And while it might engage with aspects of literature surveys, research methodology and
findings, it does so in an open-ended manner, picking and choosing and embracing incompleteness.’ ‘I
embraced and developed a model which celebrates the creative, privileging its discourse. The model turns
its back on the safety of Description and definition’ Tess Brady on writing a novel for a PhD and the
writing of the exegis required from a need to reassure the research component of higher degrees. Tess
Brady, ‘A Question of Genre: de-mystifying the exegesis’, Text, V4:1, April 2000,
http://www.gu.edu.au/school/art/text/. [DL 6.6.2001] ‘In choosing Hazlitt as his model, Bromwich
rejected what he took to be the legacy of systematic and professional literary theory extending from
Coleridge to each new school of academic criticism.’ Review of David Bromwich, Skeptical Music:
Essays on Modern Poetry, U of Chicago P, 2001, Philosophy and Literature 25:2, 2001, p368. Writing a
PhD thesis on poetry necessarily requires acknowledging influences of the Romantic poets who did so
much to encourage the false notion of genius and originality. Those notions have passed into the sciences
and the Academy, with an emphasis on originality that can lead to conformity. Jonathan Rée notes,
‘[E]ven English literature research, as its called, is now organised in such a way that everybody has to
produce pieces of research that are original ... just different enough to be regarded as different so that
they can be regarded as contributions... I think it is stupefying, this obsession with originality... leads...
to a deep intellectual conformity.’ In the discussion, ‘Originality’, from ‘In Our Time’, BBC Radio 4,
20.3.2003. Jonathan Bate notes, ‘Since the time of Coleridge, works of imagination have, for good or ill,
elicited the attentions of a class of professional readers – call them critics, call them academics.’ Jonathan
Bate, The Song Of The Earth, Picador, 2000, p69.
78
‘Frame lock - ‘As applied to prose, it can generally be characterised as an insistence on a univocal
surface, minimal shifts of mood either within paragraphs or between paragraphs, exclusion of extraneous
or contradictory material, and tone restricted to the narrow affective envelope of sobriety, neutrality,
objectivity, authoritativeness, or deanimated abstraction. In frame-locked prose, the order of sentences
and paragraphs is hypotactic, based on a clear subordination of elements to an overriding argument that is
made in a narrative or expository or linear fashion.’ Charles Bernstein, ‘Frame Lock’ (1992) paper at the
Annual Meeting of the Modern Language Association, in panel ‘Framing the Frame: Theory and
Practice.’ Published in College Literature V21:2, June 1994; and in My Way: Speeches and Poems, U of
Chicago P, 1999. Bernstein continues, ‘No matter that the content of an essay may interrogate the
constructed unity of a literary work or a putative period; may dwell on linguistic fragmentation,
demolition, contradiction, contestation, inter-eruption; may decry assumptions of totality, continuity,
narrative progression, teleology, or truth and may insist that meaning is plural, polygamous, profligate,
uncontainable, rhetorical, slippery or sliding or gliding or giddy and prurient. The keepers of the scholarly
flame, a touch passed hand to hand and fist to mouth by generations of professional standard bearers and
girdle makers, search committees and admissions officers, editors and publishers, maintain, against all
comers, that the argument for this or that or the other must maintain appropriate scholarly decorum.’
79
An antiquarian’s object of study, ‘always possesses an extremely restricted field of vision: most of what
exists it does not perceive at all, and the little it does see it sees much too close up and isolated; it cannot
relate what it sees to anything else and it therefore accords everything it sees with equal importance and
therefore to each individual thing too great importance. There is a lack of discrimination of value and that
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sense of proportion.’ Friedrich Nietzsche, ‘On the uses and disadvantages of history for life’, (1874) in
Untimely Meditations, trans. Hollingdale, Cambridge UP, 1983, p74. Michel De Certeau warns, ‘A
culture of teachers, professors and readers will silence ‘the remainder’ because it wants to be and calls
itself the origin of all things.’ Michel De Certeau, Culture in the Plural, trans. Tom Conley, Minnesotta
UP, 1997, p97.
80
’ With the emergence of fields like art history, art criticism, aesthetics, communications, semiotics, and
the like, an ensemble of scholastic understandings of the arts has gained importance in the academy.
Rather than being acquired through observation, demonstration, or apprenticeship, however, these 'periartistic' bodies of knowledge are mastered primarily through traditional scholastic methods: through
lecturing, reading, writing, in the same manner as history, economics, or sociology.’ Ivan Illich,
Deschooling Society, Harper & Row, 1970, p139-140. Pierre Bourdieu investigating cultural practice
asks, ‘What do we gain through this particular approach to the work of art? Is it worth reducing and
destroying, in short breaking the spell of the work in order to account for it and to learn what it is all
about?’ The Field of Cultural Production: Essays on Art and Literature, Ed., Randal Johnson, Columbia
UP, 1993. John Hollander notes that, ‘poetry always has to struggle to shake off the mould of
institutionalisation that threatens to cover and poison it.’ John Hollander, The Work of Poetry, Columbia
UP, 1997, p4. Octavio Paz warns, 'Literary criticism becomes an exercise in investigating secrets not so
much of Sherlock Holmes as of Torquemada and State Prosecutor Vishinsky.' Paz, The Other Voice:
Essays on Modern Poetry, Harcourt Brace, 1990, p106. At the same time, Robert Crawford suggests the
Academy nurtured TS Eliot and Ezra Pound though not as Celtic Bards (fili, Irish Celtic for 'seer') chosen
from an aristocracy. Robert Crawford, The Modern Poet: Poetry, Academia, and Knowledge since the
1750s, OUP, 2001. According to Roman historians they trained for up to twenty years, but then they were
the archives of a people. See J. Matthews, Taliesin, London, The Aquarian Press, 1991, p120-3. Skalds
followed their Scandinavian heroes on their journeys to record their deeds. Robert Crawford reminds us
that, ‘Their obsessive interest in knowledge on the part of both Pound and Elliott was nurtured by
academia, and fed their poetry.’ ibid, p182. Pound tried but failed to get a PhD in 1920 from the
University of Pennsylvania for ‘The Spirit of Romance.’ Crawford notes, ‘Pound’s poetry enacts a
revenge on the academia which spurned him. It shows him as a poet out-professoring the professors... ’
p183. Joseph Epstein updated Edmund Wilson’s critique in ‘Who Killed Poetry?’ Commentary, 1988; he
blames poets for becoming professionals housed in Academia.
81
Ted Hughes, as an undergraduate at Cambridge, changed from English to Archaeology and
Anthropology, resisting the task of writing analytical essays on literary texts. Wordsworth in his
autobiographical poem ‘The Prelude’, wrote that all he learnt from his teachers at Cambridge concerned
vices he should avoid, ‘envy, jealousy, pride, shame, ambition, emulation, fear or hope.’ (L534-5). Susan
Sontag thinks criticism and interpretation ‘tames’ art. ‘Real art has the capacity to make us nervous. By
reducing the work of art to its content and then interpreting that, one tames the work of art.’ Susan
Sontag, ‘Against Interpretation’, (1963), Against Interpretation and Other Essays, Farrar, Strauss &
Giroux, 1966, p4-14. It is Dionysian passion that the Apollonian academy seeks to control.
82
In the USA, where Creative Writing is a much larger program, The Association of Writers & Writing
Programs (AWP) was founded in 1967 to secure the profession’s place in the academy, (the Modern
Language Association (MLA) was founded in 1883). See D.W. Fenza, ‘Creative Writing & its
Discontents’, The Writer’s Chronicle, March/April 2000.
83
Kevin Brophy, Creativity: Psychoanalysis, Surrealism and Creative Writing, Melbourne UP, 1998,
p203.
84
And even then: ‘The [ARC] programs do not support those activities that lead solely to the creation or
performance of a work of art, including visual art, musical compositions, drama, dance, designs and
literary works.’ Dennis Strand, Research in the Creative Arts, Commonwealth of Australia, 1998, p 33.
For a discussion of funding paradigms see Gaylene Perry, writing/research/writing, in Richard Nile Ed.,
Country and Calling, Journal of Australian Studies, No 62, Australia Research Institute, Curtin
University of Technology, UQP and the Australian Public Intellectual Network, 1999.
85
The emphasis was on the poem as an autotelic artefact, unified in its form, and standing apart from the
poet’s intent, circumstances etc. As a result, the impetus was on formal and technical analysis of poems.
86
The scientific reductionist attitude infiltrated literary criticism through structuralism. Todorov writes, ‘.
. . the structural analysis of literature is nothing other than an attempt to transform literary studies into a
scientific discipline...a coherent body of concepts and methods aiming at the knowledge of underlying
laws.’ Todorov, ‘Structuralism and Literature’, in Seymour Chatman, Ed., Approaches to Poetics,
Columbia UP, 1973, p154. Barthes in his book S/Z (1970) discusses lexies and how they operate. He
divides a short Balzac story into 561 portions and suggests (in confusing ways) that each can be explained
as functioning at one or more of five different levels.
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87

‘[T]he reading must always aim at a certain relationship, unperceived by the writer, between what he
commands and what he does not command of the patterns of language that he uses. This relationship is
not a certain quantitative distribution of shadow and light, of weakness or of force, but a signifying
structure that critical reading should produce.’ Of Grammatology, trans. Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak
(Baltimore: Johns Hopkins UP, 1974, p158.
88
See Peter Brooks, ‘The Idea of a Psychoanalytic Literary Criticism’, Critical Inquiry, Vol13:2, Winter,
1987.
89
The formalist or structuralist program of poetics is directly concerned with meaning, and ignores poetry
for prose (as Todorov admits). Todorov in his Introduction to Poetics, admits to using ‘almost exclusively
works written in prose.’ Todorov explains the goal, ‘The structural analysis of literature is nothing other
than an attempt to transform literary studies into a scientific discipline... a coherent body of concepts and
methods aiming at the knowledge of underlying laws.’ ‘Structuralism and Literature’ in Seymour
Chatman, Ed., Approaches to Poetics, Columbia UP, 1973, p154. Poetics is defined as, ‘The actual
objects of poetics are the particular regularities that occur in literary texts and that determine the specific
effects of poetry; in the final analysis--the human ability to produce poetic structures and understand their
effect - that is, something which one might call poetic competence.’ Manfred Bierwisch, ‘Poetics and
Linguistics’, in Donald C. Freeman Ed., Linguistics and Literary Style. New York: Holt, Rinehart &
Winston, 1970, p98-99. Poetics is uneasy with poetry – it began as a search for laws of literature and as a
term is based on Aristotle’s formal approach.
90
Raymond Williams is the most relevant and interesting Marxist literary critic, for insisting that the
relation between the economic forces and cultural activities is complex, active, and processural; and that
culture itself is fluid and pervasive. ‘The history of ideas of culture is a record of our reactions, in thought
and feeling, to the changed conditions of our common life. Our meaning of culture is a response to the
events which our meanings of industry and democracy most evidently define.’ Culture and Society, 17801950. London and New York: Columbia UP, 1958, p164. Culture is no longer associated with Mathew
Arnold’s sense of Art, and the Canon, but pervades everyday experience.
91
New Historicism developed in response to New Criticism's tendency to treat works of literature in a
historical, political and economic vacuum.
92
‘But let me make this request right away: Read as little as possible of literary criticism — such things
are either partisan opinions, which have become petrified and meaningless, hardened and empty of life, or
else they are just clever word games, in which one view wins today and tomorrow the opposite view.’
Rainer Maria Rilke, Letter 3 to Franz Xaver Kappus, April 23, 1903, Letters to a Young Poet, D. H.
Norton, Trans. Norton, 1993. ‘A kind of millennium Puritanism took grip, and what were once known as
‘works of literature’ became ‘texts’ which had to be ‘interrogated’ with regard to heir allegiances of
gender, race and class.’ Jonathan Bate, The Song of the Earth, Picador, 2000, p70.
93
Althusser's ideology is considered being less able to explain change than Gramsci's hegemony. The
term ‘Ideology’ was coined by French rationalist philosopher Destutt de Tracy, in the 1790's, to refer to
the ‘science of ideas’ (as opposed to metaphysics). Marx and Engels used it in The German Ideology in
the 1840's in the negative sense of ideology as ‘false consciousness’ as reality distorted by representations
managed by a dominant elite. Louis Althusser's essay ‘Ideology and Ideological State Apparatuses’ (in
Hazard Adams and Leroy Searle,1986; and Lenin and Philosophy and Other Essays, Verso 1971) was
influential in arguing that ‘false consciousness’ was a simplification. He argues we inhabit ideologies,
which appear to us as true or obvious. Other people’s beliefs are recognisable as ideological, imaginary or
illusory. However, he implies there could be ‘true consciousness.’ Mannheim attempts to show that
competing ideologies have comparative advantages and disadvantages. This still supposes a perspective
from on high, and faces Mannheim’s paradox - if all discourse is ideological how can one have other than
ideological discourse on ideology? Richard Rorty asks us to be ironists. The movement of Cultural
Studies was at heart Marxist and turned to Gramsci, as Graeme Turner explains, ‘[h]egemony offers a
more subtle and flexible explanation than previous formulations because it aims to account for
domination as something that is won, not automatically delivered by way of the class structure. Where
Althusser's assessment of ideology could be accused of a rigidity that discounted any possibility of
change, Gramsci's version is able to concentrate precisely on explaining the process of change. It is
consequently a much more optimistic theory, implying a gradual historical alignment of bourgeois
hegemony with working class interests. Graeme Turner, British Cultural Studies: An Introduction,
Boston, Unwin Hyman, 1990, p212. Cultural studies examines the social and political dimensions of
popular culture through scholarship by a diverse group of literary theorists, humanities scholars, cultural
geographers, anthropologists and sociologists. Subjects include representation in the media, the dynamics
of cultural production or ‘alienology’ - investigating alien presences on this planet. (Thus, investigations
into imaginary objects.) Stuart Hall distinguishes between a ‘culturalist’ paradigm, associated with
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Raymond Williams and E.P. Thompson - viewing culture as systems of meanings embodied in social
practices and not as a set of privileged texts; and a ‘structuralist’ paradigm. The former, ‘has insisted,
correctly, on the affirmative moment of the development of conscious struggle and organisation as a
necessary element in the analysis of history, ideology and consciousness: against its persistent downgrading in the structuralist paradigm. Stuart Hall, ‘Cultural Studies: Two Paradigms’, Media, Culture,
Society, 2, 1980, p69.
94
Karl Kroeber, Ecological Literary Criticism: Romantic Imagining and the Biology of Mind, Columbia
UP, 1994, p66.
95
Michael Ryan writes, ‘As Marx would have put it, had he lived to be a critic of phenomenology, to
privilege perception is to limit oneself to ‘things’, at the expense of the imperceptible social relations that
produce them.’ Michael Ryan, Marxism and Deconstruction, John Hopkins UP, 1982, p22.
96
Goethe quoted by C. Day Lewis, ‘The Pattern of images’ in The Poetic Image, Jeremy Tarcher, 1984,
p68-9.
97
Merleau Ponty, Humanism and Terror, Beacon Press, 1969, pxiv.
98
Frank Lentricchia, The Edge of Night: A Confession, New York: Random House, 1994, p88.
99
See Jerry Hobbs, Literature and Cognition, Stanford: Center for the Study of Language and
Information, 1990, p9.
100
‘Since literature seemed to be about everything that there is -- about the human condition - I figured
that a good literary critic would have to make himself expert at that big picture. It didn't take me long to
realize that the professionalisation of literary criticism has taken reductionism as its model, and that it too
can lead to learning more and more about less and less until you're in danger of knowing everything there
is to know about nothing.’ Richard Powers in Jeffrey Williams, ‘The Last Generalist: An Interview with
Richard Powers’, Cultural Logic, Vol2:2, Spring,1999. http://www.eserver.org/clogic/2-2/williams.html
[DL83.2001]
101
I have never viewed poetics as ‘a permission to continue’ writing. Rachel Blau DuPlessis, The Pink
Guitar, Writing as Feminist Practice, New York and London: Routledge, 1990, p156.
102
Matthew Arnold, ‘The Study of Poetry’ (1880), in Essays in Criticism, First and Second Series, Ed.,
G. K. Chesterton, London: Dent, 1964, p235.
103
This resentment fired Shelley up. In January 1821 he wrote to editors of Literary Miscellany... ’the
last article it contains has excited my polemical faculties so violently, that the moment I get rid of my
ophthalmia I mean to set about an answer to it.’
104
Joseph Brodsky, Less Than One, Viking, 1986, p99.
105
Paul H. Fry, A Defense of Poetry: Reflections on the Occasion of Writing, Stanford UP, 1995.
106
Robert Crawford, 2001, p189.
107
Katz & Postal view languages as abstract objects existing independently of human beings. Natural
language sentences are `things which, like numbers in mathematics, are not located in space-time,
involved in causal interaction, or dependent for their existence on the human mind/brain' Jerrold J. Katz
& Paul M. Postal, ‘Realism versus conceptualism in linguistics’, Linguistics and Philosophy, 14, 1991,
p518.
108
Bloomfield championed a rigorous analytical method to examine language; the linguist adopted a
scientific orderly approach of proceeding from study of phones to phonemes to morphemes to syntax.
This series of steps was to precede any full description of syntax. L. Bloomfield, Language, London:
Allen & Unwin, 1933.
109
V.N. Volosinov, Marxism and the Philosophy of Language, Trans. L. Matejka and I.R. Titunik. New
York: Seminar, 1973, p71.
110
Frederick Turner, Natural Classicism, Charlottesville: UP of Virginia, 1992. Quote from Frederick
Turner, The Culture of Hope, NY: The Free Press, 1995, p223.
111
Frederick Turner, Natural Classicism, ibid. He uses his argument that beauty, rhyme and meter are
natural to argue in sweeping terms against modernism, ‘Thus free verse, like existentialist philosophy, is
nicely adapted to the needs of the bureaucratic and even the totalitarian state, because of its confinement
of human concern within narrow specialized limits where it will not be politically threatening.’ Frederick
Turner and Ernst Poppel, ‘The Neural Lyre’ at www.joelorr.com/neural.htm [DL 12.2.2000] It is a very
simplistic argument. Firstly our perceptions change (Walter Benjamin, Alfred Lord, Walter Ong.
Marshall McLuhan’; secondly, we can train our discriminations - Pound warned in 1912, ‘As regarding
rhythm: to compose in the sequence of the musical phrase, not in sequence of a metronome.... At times I
can find a marked metre in 'vers libres', as stale and hackneyed as any pseudo-Swinburnian, at times the
writers seem to follow no musical structure whatever.' 'A Retrospect' in Literary Essays, ibid, p3. The
overreach of his claims can be seen when he argues that the brain ‘insists on certainty and unambiguity,
and so is at war with the probabilistic and indeterminate nature of the most primitive and archaic
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components of the universe.’ Natural Classicism, ibid, p63. Turner has influenced Steven Pinker who
claims ‘Art is in our nature’ but with no clear argument. Pinker suggests artists gain status, gratify desires
for novelty and shares Turner’s notion of natural perception, attacking modernism and postmodernism
and defending a naturalistic account of the aesthetics of beauty. (Discussed in Chap 1)
112
Joseph Miller cites both drug use and language use to hypothesise a ‘novelty drive’ in humans. Brett
Cooke and Frederick Turner, Eds. Biopoetics: Evolutionary Perspectives in the Arts, Paragon House,
1999.
113
Bob Hodge has outlined a research program for the ‘new Humanities’: Be open to the monstrous - take
especially seriously those problems, beliefs and experiences that are annulled by (`quaint,' `naive,'
`unthinkable' in terms of a dominant discipline... Be transdisciplinary - follow the curves of a folded
disciplinary space, seeing what disciplines are necessarily super-imposed in the common space of your
problematic... Detect the shadow - work with the old prohibitions as well as the new knowledges
incorporated into the `field of the true' and made visible by the juxtaposition of disciplines.’ ‘Monstrous
Knowledge: doing PhDs in the new humanities’, Australian Universities' Review 2, 1995, p37.
114
Jonathan Swift’s A Tale of a Tub ridicules marginalia, the footnote, the pamphlet, the lexicon, the
index, the preface, the appendix, even the use of typography. Jack Lynch, ‘Preventing Play: Annotating
the Battle of the Books’ http://andromeda.rutgers.edu/~jlynch/Papers/annotate.html. See also Peter W.
Cosgrove ‘Undermining the Text: Edward Gibbon, Alexander Pope, and the Anti-Authenticating
Footnote’, in Stephen A. Barney, Ed., Annotation and Its Texts, New York: OUP, 1991. And Frank
Palmieri, ‘The Satiric Footnotes of Swift and Gibbon’ in The Eighteenth Century: Theory and
Interpretation, 31, 1990, p245-62.
115
Stanley Sultan argues the notes do contain some ‘irrelevant material’ as ‘a playful device enabling
Eliot to slip in statements that do real work in his poem.’ Eliot, Joyce, and Company. New York: OUP,
1987, p173.
116
Robert Crawford comments, ‘Spoof or not, the Notes to The Waste Land are aimed at the academic
mind by an academic intelligence.’ ibid, p189. David Wheatley notes, ‘Taking a lead from The Waste
Land, Jones felt duty-bound to explain his more arcane references in copious footnotes, which creep up
the pages of The Anathemata like a rising tide. Life-saving guides to Welsh pronunciation aside, these are
often scarcely less arcane than the text they annotate.’ ‘Spirit of ecstasy’, The Guardian 26.10. 2002.
Rosenthal and Gall talk of ‘the massive accompaniment of footnotes – one of the most unabashed
instances of the sort poetry affords. Read unsympathetically these footnotes weigh down the poem
hopelessly. They keep reminding us however, of the linguistic, historical, mythical, and religious reach –
loving research – with which every rift has been loaded.’ M. L. Rosenthal and Sally M. Gall, The Modern
Poetic Sequence: The Genius of Modern Poetry, OUP, 1986, p297. See also Anthony Grafton, The
Footnote: A Curious History, 1997. Grafton’s favourite ‘footnoter’ is Edward Gibbon. In his The Decline
and Fall of the Roman Empire (1766-88), ‘His footnotes are a kind of autobiography.’ Paul Carter
describes his text for radio ‘The Calling to Come’ an exploration of William Dawes trying to understand
the original Sydney language through his co-habitant, Patyegarang, a ‘poetic evocation’, a dialogue’ and
‘or better, as the speaking pantomime of what they might have said.’ The 12 pages of often one-word
lines have a six page introduction and a 34 page commentary (more interesting than the ‘text’). Paul
Carter, The Calling to Come, Museum Of Sydney Publication, 1996, p5. Broadcast ABC Classic FM,
‘The Listening Room’, 22.5.95.
117
A footnote is part of the disciplining of knowledge that began in the 17th C with techniques such as,
bibliography, revised edition, review, index, and alphabetical order. See Peter Burke, A Social History of
Knowledge: From Gutenberg to Diderot, Cambridge, U.K.: Polity Press, 2000. ‘A succession of theorists
tried to outdo each other in producing accounts that would stand the test of time and provide a basis for
all future thought... thus encouraging an unending series of ‘footnotes’.’ Konstantin Kolenda, Rorty’s
Humanistic Pragmatism, U of South Florida P, 1990, p106.
118
‘A footnote encountered by chance led me to the experiments by which Jean Piaget has illuminated
both the various worlds of the growing child and the process of transition from one to the next.’ T.S.
Kuhn, Preface, The Structure of Scientific Revolutions (1962) >
119
George Santayana wrote, ‘There are books in which the footnotes, or the comments scrawled by some
reader’s hand in the margin, are more interesting than the text. The world is one of these books.’ Realm of
Being, 1940. Quoted in Albert Manguel, A History of Reading, Viking 1996, p169.
120
‘Electronic hypertext, in contrast, makes individual references easy to follow and the entire field of
interconnections obvious and easy to navigate. Changing the ease with which one can orient oneself
within such a context and pursue individual references radically changes both the experience of reading
and ultimately the nature of that which is read.’ George P. Landow, Footnotes, Endnotes, and the
Experience of Reading Hypertext’, http://vp.engl.wvu.edu/landow/reading.html. Adapted from George P.
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Landow, Hypertext: The Convergence of Contemporary Critical Theory and Technology, Johns Hopkins
UP, 1992, p5-6. J.G. Ballard’s ‘Notes Towards a Mental Breakdown’ in War Fever (Collins, 1990) uses
one sentence, written by 'A discharged Broadmoor patient compiles ‘Notes Towards a Mental
Breakdown,’ recalling his wife's murder, his trial and exoneration.'). Each word in the sentence links to a
sizeable footnote.
121
Mark Kipperman, ‘Coleridge, Shelley, Davy, and Science's Millennium’, Criticism 40:3, Summer
1998, p409. Then there’s William Burroughs’ amnesiac curiosity. ‘I have no precise memory of writing
the notes which have now been published under the title Naked Lunch’ William Burroughs, introduction
to Naked Lunch, (1959) Corgi, 1974, p7. Desmond King-Hele believes the appended information eased
anxieties that the discourses of science and poetry were incompatible. Desmond King-Hele, Erasmus
Darwin and The Romantic Poets, London: Macmillan, 1986.
122
Robert Sheppard, ‘Metapoetics: Definitions of Poetics’ section of ‘The Necessity of Poetics’,
February-March 1999 / August 2000,
http://www.bbk.ac.uk/pores/1/Robert%20Sheppard,%20'The%20Necessity%20of%20Poetics'.htm [DL
5.6.2002]
123
Paul Feyerabend, ‘One of my motives for writing Against Method was to free people from the tyranny
of philosophical obfuscators and abstract concepts such as `truth', `reality', or `objectivity', which narrow
people's vision and ways of being in the world. Formulating what I thought were my own attitude and
convictions, I unfortunately ended up by introducing concepts of similar rigidity, such as `democracy',
`tradition', or `relative truth'. Now that I am aware of it, I wonder how it happened. The urge to explain
one's own ideas, not simply, not in a story, but by means of a `systematic account', is powerful indeed.’
‘Paul Feyerabend’, Biographical and expository essay from the Stanford Encyclopedia, by John Preston,
http://plato.stanford.edu/entries/feyerabend/ [DL 17.11.2001]
124
He continues, ‘To be compelled to think my way forward in a linear order is a torture for me. Should I
even try? I squander unspeakable effort on an arrangement of thoughts that may be completely
worthless.’ Ludwig Wittgenstein, Culture and Value, ed. G. H. von Wright, trans. Peter Winch, Chicago:
U of Chicago P, 1980, p28. Wittgenstein preferred using images and situations rather than argument.
Deleuze has also rejected conventional philosophical methodologies, suggesting, ‘giving up the
presumptions of common sense, throwing away one’s ‘hermeneutic compass’ and instead trying to turn
one’s ‘idiocy’ into the ‘idiosyncrasies’ of a style of thinking ‘in other ways.’’ John Rajchman, The
Deleuze Connection, MIT Press, 2000, p38. Marjorie Perloff notes that his thought could not have had an
organic unity or causal, logical, or sequential structure. ‘Wittgenstein himself understands that his mode
of ‘investigation’ cannot have a beginning, middle, end, that it cannot have organic unity, a causal,
logical, or sequential structure, an underlying theme or master plot. ‘Sudden change, jumping from one
topic to another,’ is the lifeblood of the work, as is what Gertrude Stein has called “beginning again and
again.’ Marjorie Perloff, Wittgenstein's Ladder: Poetic Language and the Strangeness of the Ordinary,
University of Chicago Press, 1996, p65. Nelson Goodman introduced a book, ‘This book does not run a
straight course from beginning to end. It hunts; and in the hunting, it sometimes worries the same raccoon
in different trees, or different raccoons in the same tree, or even what turns out to be no raccoon in any
tree. It finds itself balking more than once at the same barrier and taking off on other trails. It drinks often
from the same streams, and stumbles over some cruel country. It counts not the kill but what is learned of
the territory explored.’ Nelson Goodman, Ways of Worldmaking, Hackett Publishing Company, 1978,
pix.
125
‘Coincidences . . . can alter the course of our lives; where we work and at what, whom we live with,
and other basic features of daily existence often seem to rest on coincidence.’ Persi Diaconis & Frederick
Mosteller, ‘Methods for Studying Coincidences’, Journal of the American Statistical Association, No 84,
1989, p853.
126
Terry Eagleton summarises: ‘The thing,’ according to Benjamin, ‘must not be grasped as a mere
instantiation of some universal essence, instead, thought must deploy a whole cluster of stubbornly
specific concepts which in Cubist style refract the object in myriad directions or penetrate it from a range
of diffuse angles. In this way, the phenomenal sphere is itself persuaded to yield up a kind of noumenal
truth, as the microscopic gaze estranges the everyday into the remarkable.’ Terry Eagleton, The Ideology
of the Aesthetic, 1990, p328.
127
Clifford writes, ‘Experiments in travel writing and poetic collage are interspersed with formal essays.
By combining genres I register, and begin to historicize, the book's composition--its different audiences
and occasions. The point is not to bypass academic rigour.... The book's mix of styles evokes these
multiple and uneven practices of research, making visible the borders of academic work.’ James. Clifford,
Routes: Travel and Translation in the Late Twentieth Century, Harvard UP, 1997, p12. Nomadism is a
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genealogical practice to counter philosophy’s tendency to metaphysics. Deleuze ‘Nomadic thought’, in
David Allison Ed., The New Nietzche: Contemporary Styles of Interpretation, MIT, 1973.
128
James talks of ‘the pragmatic view that all our theories are instrumental, are mental modes of
adaptation to reality, rather than revelations or gnostic answers to some divinely instituted worldenigma.’ Pragmatism p 94 quoted John J McDermott, Streams of Experience . . U of Massachusetts P,
1986, p104.
129
Note that I use the term ‘hypertext’ in its broader sense, as a digital electronic text potentially
hyperlinked, multimedia, and/or interactive in an electronic discourse. He has written a ‘dissertation
written as a non-linear hypertext which seeks to experiment with the conventions of academic argument,
or else a dissertation consisting not only of text and data, but also digital images and even sound, video,
animation, and three-dimensional models. Here questions of integrity become more pronounced, and
relate not only to the technology per se, but also to the institutional settings which dissertations have
traditionally inhabited, and the scholarly practices which they are expected to participate in, and indeed,
affirm. In other words, for some, ETDs raise questions of decorum.’ He notes that the first PhD recipient
in the USA was James Morris Whiton, who wrote a six page handwritten dissertation in Latin on the
proverb 'Brevis vita, ars longa' in 1861. Matthew G. Kirschenbaum, ‘Electronic Publishing and Doctoral
Dissertations in the Humanities’ 1996 Convention of the Modern Language Association,
http://etext.lib.virginia.edu/ETD/about/etd-mla.html [DL Aug 2001]
130
Boas’ pioneering field work, collecting cultural data, learning native languages, and becoming part of
the native society in order to interpret native life ‘from within’, fits. Malinowski, ‘to grasp a native's point
of view, his relation to life, to realize his vision of his world.’ Argonauts of the Western Pacific. New
York: E.P. Dutton 1922, Waveland Press reprint 1961, p25.
131
Tim Ingold, ‘Paths of Fire: An Anthropologist's Inquiry into Western Technology’, Technology and
Culture 40:1, 1999, p131. Though Anthony Giddens suggests the subject matter is evaporating. ‘The
Future of Anthropology’ (1995) In Defence of Sociology: Essays, Interpretations and Rejoinders, Polity
Press, 1996. He asks, ‘What justification, if any, is there for a continuing role for anthropology?’ p122.
Poetry has unlimited subject matter.
132
Gosson dedicated his text to Sidney without his permission. Sir Philip Sidney’s DoP was published in
1595 in two versions: The Defence of Poesie, and An Apology for Poetry, but probably written c1578 –
1582. Sidney first compares the merits of philosophy, history, and poetry as teachers of virtue - the final
section surveys English literature. Stephen Gosson, The Schoole of Abuse, 1580. An earlier reply was by
Thomas Lodge, A Defence of Plays, (1580), his first published work. Lodge went on to become a pirate
and wrote romances, one of which, Rosalynde, was used by Shakespeare for the plot of As You Like It.
Sidney suggests the poet talks not of what is, but of what ought to be (reiterating Aristotle’s point). The
poet creates ‘fictional’ statements as true as any other for not being asserted as literal. ‘Of all writers
under the Sunne, the Poet is the least lyer.’ Adams thinks this is interesting but wasn’t take it further
because ‘Sidney does not have a modern theory of language.’ Critical Theory Since Plato. Ed. Hazard
Adams. New York: Harcourt Brace Jovanovich, 1971, p154. Sidney’s DoP was followed by other texts
arguing for poetry as reasonable as rhetoric. Henry Peacham (1546-1634) wrote The Garden of Eloquence
(pub 1577), innovative for being in the vernacular. Gerorge Puttenham (attrib) in The Arte of English
Poesie (1589) sets out (more consistently than Sidney) a typology of ‘proper’ poetry and compares
metrical versus non-metrical verse without normative comment. Book 1 (of 3) opens with a fine (antiPlatomic) DoP, ‘A Poet is as much to say as a maker. And our English name well conformes with the
Greeke word: for of poiyin to make, they call a maker Poeta. Such as (by way of resemblance and
reuerently) we may say of God: who without any trauell to his diuine imagination, made all the world of
nought, nor also by any paterne or mould as the Platonicks with their Idees do phantastically suppose.
Eu|en| so the very Poet makes and contriues out of his owne braine both the verse and matter of his
poeme, and not by any foreine copie or example, as doth the translator, who therefore may well be sayd a
versifier, but not a Poet. The premises considered, it giueth to the name and profession no smal dignitie
and preheminence, aboue all other artificers, Scientificke or Mechanicall.’ British Library G.11548
(owned by Ben Jonson). Menston: Scolar Press, 1968.
http://utl1.library.utoronto.ca/disk1/www/documents/utel/rp/criticism/artofp_all.html [DL April 2001]
133
Sir Philip Sidney, An Apology for Poetry or The Defense of Poesy, Ed., Geoffrey Shepherd, London:
Thomas Nelson, 1965, p123, 38.
134
Naturalism is basically, ‘the view that nature is all there is and all basic truths are truths of nature"
Robert Audi, Ed., The Cambridge Dictionary of Philosophy, Cambridge UP, 1996, p372.
135
Julius Caesar Scaliger, an influential theorists (lived in France and Italy), Latin work, Poetics (1561,
pub. Poetices Libri Septem). He worked Aristotle's Poetics with Horace’s notions, and suggested that the
poet creates models, which become part of nature, so that the poet's creativity is like that of God
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‘All philosophers (natural and moral) follow nature, but only the poet, disdaining to be tied to any such
subjection, lifted up with the vigor of his own invention, does grow in effect into another nature, in
making things either better than nature brings forth, or, quite anew, forms such as never were in nature.’...
‘having made man to his own likeness, set him beyond and over all the work of that second nature, which
in nothing he shows so much as in poetry, when with the force of a divine breath he brings things forth far
surpassing her [Nature’s] doings... ’ http://darkwing.uoregon.edu/~rbear/defence.html. [DL March 2001]
The poet is able to create from a pre-existing idea (fore-conceit), connecting the real and ideal worlds.
Poets therefore partake in the divine act of creation.
137
Sidney writes, ‘Poesie therefore, is an Art of Imitation: for so Aristotle termeth it in the word mimesis
that is to say, a representing, counterfeiting, or figuring forth to speake Metaphorically. A speaking
Picture, with this end to teach and delight.’ (from Horace)
138
Wolfgang Iser, The Act of Reading: A Theory of Aesthetic Response, Johns Hopkins UP, 1978.
139
Richard van Oort, ‘The Use of Fiction in Literary and Generative Anthropology: An Interview with
Wolfgang Iser’, Anthropoetics III, no. 2, Fall 1997 / Winter 1998.
http://www.humnet.ucla.edu/humnet/anthropoetics/ap0302/Iser_int.htm [DL 22.3.2002]
140
‘The difference between the historian and the poet is not that one writes in prose and the other in verse.
No, the real difference consists in this, that the one speaks of what has occurred, the other of what might
occur. Hence poetry is something more philosophical and more highly serious than history, for poetry
tends to express universals, history particulars.’ Aristotle, The Art of Poetry, Trans. Philip Wheelwright.
Indianapolis: The Odyssey P, 1951, p301-302.
141
Even thinkers as flexible as Nietzche (who used geneaology to subvert foundationslist claims for
powerful institutiosn and discourses) and Foucault (who used structuralism for his detailed archeology of
knowledge and relational ordering of epistemes organised around particular world views) are relatively
universal and abstract compared to a poem by John Clare.
142
The argument continued in the 20th C. In Search for a Method, Sartre condemns Marxists,
philosophers and structuralists like Lévi-Strauss who use abstract categories, undermining any argument.
Sartre demands historicity and concrete examples, hence his use of the novel form. In Existentialism and
Human Emotions, he attacks notions of a priori and ideal meanings, meaning is experienced, is existential
(trans Bernard Frechtman, Philosophical Library, 1957). There is a similarity in poetry and philosophy in
that both are good at asking questions but not at providing answers. Philosophy is famous for its ongoing
arguments, which are never resolved. Rescher asks why? He offers three possible explanations:
Sociological explanation - there is no benefit to the participants in agreeing; Methodological explanation eg. Descartes thought previous thinkers were using a faulty method. Hume thought the first premises were
a problem; Pierce the absence of agreed definitions of terms used; and Eliminative explanation Philosophical questions are in fact unanswerable. Rescher argues for all three. Though I think the last is
the main culprit. The big questions, the perennial ones, like ‘what is justice’, have no answer. Knowledge
changes, attitudes change, the social and political environment changes, our ideas of rankings of
important facets to the complex concept differ. Justice is an example of a transcendental concept. N
Rescher, Philosophical Disagreement, Review of Metaphysics, Dec 1976. He points out that in argument,
we use a diverse number of norms of plausibility, e.g. consistency, uniformity, elegance, simplicity,
economy, explanatory adequateness, and burden of proof. These are value orientations and suggest a shift
from the notion of truth to adequacy (a pragmatist position). Balkin means by the term ‘justice’: 1, a value
that can never be perfectly realised and against which all concrete examples are incomplete; 2, a value
that appears as a demand or longing. It call out for us to enact it in our culture and institutions; 3, a value
that is inchoate and indeterminate, which is articulated through culture but never fulfilled. [YES
democracy - if we realised this we would not be so self-satisfied – see Chap 8]. 4; a value the existence of
is presupposed by some essential aspect of human life or activity. Thus the argument for the existence of
a transcendental value if transcendental. J M Balkin, Cultural Software, Yale UP, 1998, see p143-6.
143
Adonis, An introduction to Arabic Poetics, American University in Cairo, 1992, p57.
144
He continues, ‘Nothing was more completely ruined by the last war than the pretension to foresight.
But it was not from any lack of knowledge of history, surely?’ Quoted by Hayden White ‘The Burden of
History’, History and Theory, Vol5:2, 1966, p120.
145
Aristotle’s text was printed in Greek in (1508) and translated into Latin (1498, 1536). T.V.F. Brogan,
‘Metrici and Rhythmici: A Chronological List of Ancient and Medieval Theories of Meter’,
http://sizcol.u-shizuoka-ken.ac.jp/versif/m&r.html. [DL Nov 2002]
146
Horace’s epistle to Piso and his sons (c.19-18 BC) became known as Ars poetica. These maxims for a
young poet was influential in 18th Century Europe, partly because of its conservative theses (in the
Middle Ages Horace was influential, Aristotle unknown). His most influential thesis is that the best
poetry has dual responsibility to the useful (particularly moral, i.e. didactic) and the pleasing. The poet
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needs training to write good poetry and achieve wisdom. His instrumental poetics recommends elevated
poetic diction for tragic subject matter and a more familiar one for satire. LIP poets have abandoned
poetic diction for poetic anti-syntaxtical and referential strategies, and pleasure is treated variously. Susan
Sontag observed that, ‘the new art and the new sensibility take a rather dim view of pleasure... the
seriousness of modern art precludes pleasure in the familiar sense -the pleasures of a melody that one can
hum after leaving the concert hall, of characters in a novel or play whom one can recognise, identify with,
and dissect in terms of realistic psychological motives.’ (Notice the absence of poetry). She qualifies this,
‘the modern sensibility is more involved with pleasure in the familiar sense than ever... [as it] demands
less 'content' in art, and is more open to the pleasures of 'form' and style.’ Quoted by Eric Murphy
Selinger, ‘IMPORTANT PLEASURES AND OTHERS: MICHAEL PALMER, RONALD JOHNSON’
Postmodern Culture, vol 4:3, May, 1994. T.S. Eliot is less interested in pleasure, in his defence of classic
poetry examines the idea, associated with Horace, ‘that poetry should teach wisdom or inculcate virtue’ opposed by Symbolists and others promoting ‘pure’ poetry. He takes a middle way using the term
‘edification’ which, ‘means only that from good poetry, certainly from great poetry, we must derive some
benefit as well as pleasure.’ T.S. Elliott, ‘Johnson as Critic and Poet’ (1944) in On Poetry and Poets,
London, Faber, 1957, p183. A. D. Hope’s essay ‘The Middle Way’ attacks aestheticism and Symbolism
but then suggests ‘Horace’s doctrine of the middle way’ is a ‘counsel of perfection’. ‘This doctrine [of the
Middle Way] is extremely important. In the first place it means of course avoidance of excess, it means
common sense and urbanity, the great ideals of eighteenth-century literature; but it means much more
than this because Horace does not mean that art should be mediocre. It is actually a counsel of perfection
and its following makes poetry the difficult and exacting art it is.’ ‘The Middle Way’, (1965) The Cave
and the Spring. Adelaide: Rigby, 1965, p57. Mark Edmundsen suggests, ‘The specific achievement of a
work of art may lie, at least partially, in the way it manages to blend pleasure and instruction so that
neither is perceptible in its pure form.’ Mark Edmundsen, Literature against Philosophy, Plato to
Derrida: A Defence of Poetry, Cambridge UP, 1995, p111.
147
Philip Sidney, ‘An Apology for Poetry’ in The Critical Tradition, Ed., David H. Richter, New York:
St. Martin's Press, 1989. p149.
148
Eric A. Havelock, Preface to Plato, (1963) Harvard UP, 1982, p27.
149
Hayden White argues that knowledge is creatively generated and calls historical narratives, ‘verbal
fictions, the contents of which are as much invented as found.’ ‘The Historical Text as Literary Artifact,’
CLIO 3, 1974, p278; in White, Tropics of Discourse, p81-100; and revised for The Writing of History:
Literary Form and Historical Understanding, Ed., Robert H. Canary and Henry Kozicki, Madison: U of
Wisconsin P, 1978, p41-62. He distinguishes events from facts in historical discourses: ‘[e]vents happen,
whereas facts are constituted by linguistic description.’ Hayden White, ‘Literary Theory and Historical
Writing’, in Figural Realism: Studies in the Mimesis Effect, The Johns Hopkins UP, 1999, p18. White
notes, ‘With a return of the historians’ attention to the discursive aspects of their enterprise, they are now
put in a position of having to recognise that imagination may have as much a role in the production of
‘knowledge’ ... ‘ ‘Between Science and Symbol’ Times Literary Supplement, 31.1.1986, p110. Dominic
LeCapra also stresses the rhetorical ideological implications of history as text, ‘Nor are we inclined to
raise the more ‘rhetorical’ question of how texts do what they do - how, for example, they may situate or
frame what they ‘represent’ or inscribe (social discourses, paradigms, generic conventions, stereotypes,
and so forth).’ History and Criticism, Ithaca: Cornell UP, 1985, p38. The empirical historian took for
granted that what happened in the past could be described objectively and transparently without bias or
the ornament of literary devices. Allan Megill thinks we suffer nostalgia for this positivist notion of
history, ‘Yet, even among historians of some sophistication, there remains a tendency to underrate the
force and scope of the hermeneutical insight that all perception is perspectival.’ Allan Megill,
‘Recounting the Past: Description, Explanation, and Narrative in Historiography,’ American History
Review, 94, June 1989, p636. Megill thinks historians still have their ‘prejudice for universality’ and
‘hermeneutic naiveté’ based on the continuing prestige of science. Allan Megill, review essay on
Theodore Hamerow, Reflections on History and Historians, in History and Theory, 27, 1987.
150
John Elsner points that with any past event. ‘What matters ... is not that [it] be correct by our standards
or anyone else's, but that it be convincing to the particular group of individuals ... for whom it serves as an
explanation of the world they inhabit. ... [W]hat matters about any particular version of history is that it
be meaningful to the collective subjectivities and self-identities of the specific group which it addresses.
In other words, we are not concerned with 'real facts' or even a coherent methodology, but rather with the
consensus of assumptions and prejudices shared by the historian ... and his audience.’ John Elsner, ‘From
the pyramids to Pausanias and Piglet: monuments, travel and writing’ in S. Goldhill and R. Osborne Eds.,
Art and text in ancient Greek culture, Cambridge: Cambridge UP, 1994, p226.
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‘when criticized by social scientists for the softness of his method, the crudity of his organizing
metaphors, or the ambiguity of his sociological and psychological presuppositions, the historian responds
that history has never claimed the status of a pure science, that it depends as much upon intuitive as upon
analytical methods, and that historical judgments should not therefore be evaluated by critical standards
properly applied only in the mathematical and experimental disciplines. All of which suggests that history
is a kind of art. But when reproached by literary artists for his failure to probe the more arcane strata of
human consciousness and his unwillingness to utilize contemporary modes of literary representation, the
historian falls back upon the view that history is after all a .semi-science, that historical data do not lend
themselves to "free" artistic manipulation, and that the form of his narratives is not a matter of choice, but
is required by the nature of historical materials themselves.’ Hayden White ‘The Burden of History’,
History and Theory, Vol5:2, 1966, p111.
152
Pherecydes of Syros wrote first ever book in Greek prose in 6th C BC (in one account he taught
Pythagoras). Books were primarily an aid memoire of value to the author himself.
153
‘Philosophie dürfte man eigentlich nur dichten’, Ludwig Wittgenstein, Culture and Value, Ed. G. H.
von Wright, trans. Peter Winch, University of Chicago Press, 1980, p24. Marjorie Perloff used this line as
an epigraph to Marjorie Perloff, Wittgenstein's Ladder: Poetic Language and the Strangeness of the
Ordinary, University of Chicago Press, 1996, but translated it as, ‘Philosophy ought really to be written
only as a form of poetry.’
154
‘ [S]ociology’s institutional promise of an enlightened knowledge that explains (away) wonder, that
demystifies the dark space of myth, that replaces emotion with intellect.’ Ann Game & Andrew Metcalfe,
Passionate Sociology, Sage, 1996, p86.
155
Marilyn Butler, Romantics, Rebels and Reactionaries, 1981.
156
William Wordsworth, The Poetical Works of William Wordsworth, OUP, 1952, p394.
157
See Chapter 4.1 for a brief discussion of cyborgs.
158
Thomas Love Peacock, ‘The Four Ages of Poetry’ in Olliers Literary Miscellany in Prose and Verse
by Several Hands to be Continued Occasionally, no. 1, 1820, Ed. (text): H. F. B. Brett-Smith. Ed. (etext): Ian Lancashire, Rep. Criticism On-line (1996), p183-200. Peacock was a poet himself who
influenced Shelley. Both in its use of mythology and in its boastful, divine, and rather masculinist firstperson speaker, ‘The Spirit of Fire’ provides a likely model for Shelley's ‘Hymn of Apollo.’ Ted
Underwood, ibid. It is an ars poetica written in the heat of creative indignation. In January 1821 he wrote
to the editors of Literary Miscellany, ‘[T]he last article it contains has excited my polemical faculties so
violently, that the moment I get rid of my opthalmia I mean to set about an answer to it.... It is very
clever, but I think, very false.’ Shelley wrote to Peacock (February 15), ‘Your anathemas against poetry
itself excited me to a sacred rage.... I had the greatest possible desire to break a lance with you... in
honour of my mistress Urania.’ By March 20, Part One of A Defence of Poetry was completed, Shelley
proposed to write two further parts but they never eventuated. See Shelley's Prose: or The Trumpet of a
Prophecy, Ed., David Lee Clark, Albuquerque, 1954, p275-76.
159
On the 21st of March, 1821, Shelley wrote to Peacock: 'I dispatch by this post the first part of an essay,
intended to consist of three parts, which I design for an antidote to your Four Ages of Poetry. You will
see that I have taken a more general view of what poetry is than you have, and will perhaps agree with
several of my positions, without considering your own touched.' The Works of Thomas Love Peacock, Ed
& intro HFB Brett-Smith and CE Jones, London: Constable, 1924-34, vol viii, p500.
160
The satirist Flann O'Brien followed Peacock’s argument while making an analogy between poetry and
strawberry jam: ‘Nobody is going to manufacture a thousand tons of jam in the expectation that five tons
may be eatable.’ Flann O'Brien, The Best of Myles, Flamingo, 1993, p239. He continues, ‘Furthermore,
poetry has the effect on the negligible handful who read it of stimulating them to write poetry themselves.
One poem, if widely disseminated, will breed perhaps a thousand inferior copies. The same objection
cannot be made in the case of painting or sculpture, because these occupations afford employment for the
artisans who produce the materials. Moreover poets are usually unpleasant people who are poor and who
insist forever on discussing that incredibly boring subject, ‘books’. You will notice above that I have used
the phrase "illusory concept of life". If you examine it closely you will find that it is quite meaningless
but since when did such a trifle matter? Poets don't matter and an odd senseless bit of talk matters little
either. What is important is money, food, and opportunities for scoring off one's enemies. Give a man
those three things and you won't hear much squawking out of him.’
161
M. H. Abrams, ‘Shelley and Romantic Platonism’ in The Mirror and the Lamp: Romantic Theory and
the Critical Tradition, New York: Norton, 1958 Edition, p130.
162
‘The purpose of art is to impart the sensation of things as they are perceived and not as they are
known. The technique of art is to make objects 'unfamiliar', to make forms difficult, to increase the
difficulty and length of perception, because the process of perception is an aesthetic end in itself and must
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be prolonged. Art is a way of experiencing the artfulness of an object; the object is not important.’ Victor
Shklovsky, Art as Technique’ (1917) in Russian Formalist Criticism: Four Essays, Lemon and Reis, U of
Nebraska P, 1965, p12.
163
Cognitive scientists have not, to date, shown interest in science. In the comprehensive MIT
encyclopaedia of cognitive science, it mentions that, ‘The fundamental formal distinction between poetry
and all other forms of literary art is this: poems are made up of lines. But how long is a line?’ Samuel Jay
Keyser. The MIT Encyclopaedia of the Cognitive Science, Eds., Wilson & Keil, MIT Press, 1999.
164
I realise that the call for interdisciplinary has usually been one way. ‘The frequent manifestos in favour
of ‘interdisciplinary’ study are not usually recommendations that literary critics actually assimilate the
information and methodological principles available in other disciplines; they are more often claims that
the kinds of knowledge available in other disciplines can readily be translated into the principles of
rhetoric or textuality.’ Joseph Carroll, Evolution and Literary Theory, Columbia and London: U of
Missouri P, 1995, p30.
165
Mark Edmundsen, Literature against Philosophy, Plato to Derrida: A Defence of Poetry, Cambridge
UP, 1995.
166
Edmundsen attacks’ the philosophical disenfranchisement of art.’ 1995, p16. Daniel Dennett
thinks the literary is vital to philosophy ‘If you look at the history of philosophy, you see that all the great
and influential stuff has been technically full of holes but utterly memorable and vivid. They are what I
call ‘intuition pumps’ — lovely thought experiments. Like Plato's cave, and Descartes's evil demon, and
Hobbes' vision of the state of nature and the social contract, and even Kant's idea of the categorical
imperative.’ He warns that, ‘[I]ntuition pumps are fine if they're used correctly, but they can also be
misused. They're not arguments, they're stories. Instead of having a conclusion, they pump an intuition.’
Daniel Dennett, ‘Intuition Pumps’, http://www.edge.org/documents/ThirdCulture/r-Ch.10.html. [DL
20.2.2001]
167
Edmundson: ‘Most of what we call theory comprises ways of thinking that, working in Plato's spirit,
would discredit or circumscribe art: and this is as it should be. Criticism ought to confront art with toughminded contemporary versions of the reality principle. But this is only half of a critic's job. The other half
involves seeing what in the work remains that continues to exceed our strictures and predict futures,
linguistic and experiential, that are more desirable than the present.’ Mark Edmundson, ‘Defending
Wordsworth, Defending Poetry’, Philosophy and Literature, Vol19:2, 1995, p212-3. What is theory?
Culler uses Michel Foucault’s angle on ‘transdiscursive’ authors like Freud and Marx, from ‘What Is an
Author?’ (ibid), and argues that Theory ‘has come to designate works that succeed in challenging and
reorienting thinking in fields other than those to which they apparently belong... Works regarded as
theory have effects beyond their original field. Jonathan Culler, Literary Theory: A Very Short
Introduction, OUP, 1997, p3. Carroll, from an evolutionary psychologist’s stance, repudiates
poststructuralist theories, but rather caricature’s them, claiming their ‘central concepts: that words make
the world, and that all meaning is self-contradictory.’ ‘Author's presentation’, Carroll, 1995.
168
Mark Edmundsen, 1995, p2,140.
169
Mark Edmundsen, 1995, p19. Hew confesses, ‘This began as a volume on a group of influential
theorists. Paul de Man, Jacques Derrida, Harold Bloom, and Michel Foucault. But over time the emphases
changed.’ p27.
170
Paul Fry, 1995, p112.
171
Paul Fry, 1995, p3. Fry admires Shelley for, ‘turning the tables in the ancient quarrel... arguing that
not poetry but philosophy is a lie.’ (p3) This position goes back to Sidney’s DoP.
172
Paul Fry, 1995, p4, 4, 13, 109.
173
Paul Ricoeur, ‘Writing as a problem for Literary Criticism and Philosophical Hermeneutics’, in A
Ricoeur Reader: Reflection and Imagination, Ed., Mario Valdez, Harvester Wheatsheaf, 1991, p331.
174
Edmundsen merely mentions, ‘the unconscious . . . blindness and insight, presence, text, ideology,
power, and influence.’ Literature against Philosophy, 1995, p 27.
175
Alan Richardson asserts, ‘The cognitive neurosciences have emerged as [the] most exciting and
rapidly developing interdisciplinary venture of our era. That this remains news to many working in
literature departments has already become something of an embarrassment; it will steadily prove more
so.’ Alan Richardson, ‘Brains, Minds, and Texts’, Review 20, p39, 1998,
http://www2.bc.edu/~richarad/lcb/rev/mt.html [DL 8.3.2001]. Northrop Frye in the Anatomy of Criticism
(1957) described the generic forms of literary works claiming they had a psychological reality apart from
‘the history of taste.’ He claimed that literature displays the structure of the mind, (the same claim Claude
Lévi-Strauss had earlier made for material culture in Tristes Tropiques, 1955). I think the cognitive
models are more fluid than that. Mary Crane writes, ‘The dizzying progress of cognitive and neuroscientific research over the past twenty years has produced a large number of models and findings of
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pressing relevance to such literary topics as prosody, narrative poetics, reader response, figural language,
genre theory, and imagery.’ Mary Thomas Crane and Alan Richardson, ‘Literary studies and cognitive
science: toward a new interdisciplinarity’, Mosaic (Winnipeg), June 1999, vol32:2.
176
Paul Fry, 1995, p3.
177
Jerome Rothenberg, ‘The Thwarting of Ends: An Interview’ in Pre-Faces and other Writing, New
Directions, 1981, p223. He sees poetry not as elegant expression but ‘newness of thought’ p223.
178
Bennett & Curran argue for the continuing relevance of this final line in the DoP.
Betty T. Bennett & Stuart Curran, Eds., Shelley: Poet and Legislator of the World, Baltimore and
London: The Johns Hopkins UP, 1996.
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Walt Whitman, Leaves of Grass, first ed. Brooklyn, 1855. (Self published)
180
Antonio Damasio, Descartes' Error: Emotion, reason, and the human brain, NY, Grosset/Putnam,
1994, p172. He argues that not only are philosophers wrong to separate brain and body, but psychology's
separation of reason from emotion is also wrong. ‘It is not only the separation between the mind and brain
that is mythical: the separation between mind and body is probably just as fictional. The mind is
embodied, in the full sense of the term, not just embrained.’ p118.
181
George Lakoff & Mark Johnson, Philosophy In The Flesh: The Embodied Mind and Its Challenge to
Western Thought, Basic Books, 1999.
182
Berman suggests we are encouraging social economic, technological and ecological disaster, and
ultimately psychic disintegration. Morris Berman, The Reenchantment of the World, Bantam Books,
1981.
183
Loren Eiseley relates of using a pencil not to write a poem but tease a spider, ‘A pencil point was an
intrusion into this universe for which no precedent existed. Spider was circumscribed by spider ideas; its
universe was spider universe. All outside was irrational, extraneous, at best raw material for spider. As I
proceeded on my way along the gully, like a vast impossible shadow, I realised that in the world of the
spider I did not exist.’ Loren Eiseley, The Star Thrower, Times Book, 1978, p21.
184
‘Many, many phenomena are multi-levelled, and cognition is one of them. Lots of processes can be
described either in terms of, let's say, neural firing and chemical paths in the brain. Or they can be
described in terms of processes like seeing if two representations are consistent, or making inferences if
there's missing information. You really need them both. . . Explaining the locomotion of a truck according
to quantum mechanics would be incredibly inefficient. We'd never get the answer.’ Dedre Gentner,
professor of Psychology and director of the Cognitive Science Program at Northwestern University in
Evanston, Ill interviewed in Lou Marano, ‘The mind makes a comeback’ 18.6.2003 UPI,
http://www.upi.com/view.cfm?StoryID=20030611-060904-5351r [DL23.7.2003] The philosopher of
biology, Elliot Sober writes, ‘There is no a priori reason to prefer lower-level selection hypothesis over
higher-ones. This preference is not a direct consequence of 'logic' or 'the scientific method' . . .’ Elliott
Sober, Philosophy of Biology, Boulder: Westview Press, 1993, p106. And in the social sciences, Saussure
noted, ‘In history, for instance, what is the basic unit, the individual, the period, the nation? No one is
sure, but what difference does it make? Historical investigations may be pursued without a final decision
on this point.’ Quoted by Fredric Jameson, The Prison-House of Language: A Critical Account of
Structuralism and Russian Formalism. Princeton: Princeton UP, 1972, p14.
185
Culler understands poetics as asking how a literary text (rarely a poem) works, whereas hermeneutics
asks for the meaning. Jonathan Culler, Literary Theory: A Very Short Introduction, OUP, 1997, p61-69.
186
Ron Silliman, ‘What Do Cyborgs Want? (Paris, Suburb of the Twentieth Century)’ in Jean
Baudrillard: The Disappearance of Art and Politics. Ed. William Stearns & William Chaloupka, St.
Martin's Press, 1992, p36. This emphasis runs parallel with cultural studies and sensitivity to the political
act of writing, Bernstein demands, ‘The question is always: what is the meaning of this language practice;
what value does it propagate . . to what extent is it in a dialogue with the reader? . . Is its social function
liberating or repressive?’ Content’s Dream - Essays 1975-84, Los Angeles: Sun & Moon Press, 1986,
p224-5.
187
Lawrence Buell, ‘The Ecocritical Insurgency’, New Literary History, 30:3,1999, p701.
This is summed up by John Elder and his learning to scythe at a ‘Robert Frost Day’. [See Chap 6]
188
‘Poetics becomes an activity that is ongoing, that moves in different directions at the same time, and
that tries to disrupt or problematise any formulation that seems too final or pre-emptively restrictive.’
Charles Bernstein, A Poetics, Cambridge, Mass: Harvard UP, 1992, p150. Pierre Joris talks of a poetics,
of ‘moving & connecting all contents, languages, bodies, machines. Pierre Joris, Notes Towards a
Nomadic Poetics, Spanner Press, 38, 1999, p29.
189
Daniel Herwitz, Making Theory/Constructing Art: On the Authority of the Avant-Garde, U of Chicago
P. 1996. David Antin agrees, saying, ‘the sculptures of Gabo, the paintings of Mondrian, and the music of
John Cage remain somewhat impermeable to the theories surrounding them.’ David Antin ABR ibid.
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Tyrus Miller argues that this is particularly the case of the avant garde, ‘its problematic, puzzling works
often require that one hold a particular theory to allow them their status as artworks in the first place, and
once that ontological divide has been negotiated, they have little evident connection to the habits of
viewing, reading, or listening their audience may possess through everyday practice and through dealings
with more conventional works of art.’ Tyrus Miller, Avant-Garde and Theory: A Misunderstood Relation,
Poetics Today, Vol20: 4, Winter, 1999, p574.
190
William Lavender has complained, ‘The Language poets are more academic than the academics. As
with Pound, to be ‘anti-academic’ is to protest against the university not being academic, or rigorous,
enough.’ William Lavender, ‘Disappearance of Theory, Appearance of Praxis: Ron Silliman, L=A=N=
G=U=A=G=E, and the Essay, Poetics Today 17, 1996, p198. Alan Golding asserts, ‘criticism of
Language writing's assimilation into the academy rests on an impossible, ahistorical wish for an
ideologically pure, uncontaminated avant-garde that successfully resists cooption by the institution that it
attacks.’ Alan Golding, From Outlaw to Classic: Canons in American Poetry, U of Chicago P, 1995,
p147. He claims that Language Poetry is valuable for its ability to reveal ‘the machinery of interpretation
and of institutions.’ p160. Jed Rasula makes a confusing claim that, ‘It is apparent from the existing body
of Language Writing that poetic praxis and theoretical exactitude have rarely been so intimately bound
together in American poetry. And here, in the structural integrity of this symbiosis, is the specific political
dynamic of Language Writing. The writers themselves, by adhering to a clean separation of theory and
practice, have regrettably followed a long tradition in which ‘poetry’ retains a kind of mystical primacy.’
Jed Rasula, ‘The Politics of, the Politics in,’ Politics and Poetic Value, Ed., Robert von Hallberg, U of
Chicago P, 1987, p320-1. In the same volume Charles Altieri replies that, ‘If one refuses the mediating
role for art and, with McGann, seeks more direct political authority, it is likely that one will end up with
little more than a very thin formalism desperately proclaiming in theory the significance it cannot locate
in the specific works.’ Charles Altieri, ‘Without Consequences Is No Politics: A Response to Jerome
McGann,’ in Politics and Poetic Value, Ed., Robert von Hallberg, U of Chicago P, 1987, p306.
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Lyn Hejinian writes, ‘Where critics used to debate, as if it were a real thing, a difference between form
and content, so now they would separate ‘theory’ from ‘practice,’ and thus divide a poet from his or her
own intentions and poetry from its motives. But in fact poetic language might be precisely a thinking
about thinking, a form of introspection within the unarrested momentum of experience, that makes the
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moral nature of man in the same manner as exercise strengthens a limb.’
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the poem moves me so. It is because of the craftsmanship.’ But you’re back again where you began.
You’re back with the mystery of having been moved by words.’ Yuri Lotman, Analysis of the Poetic Text,
Ann Arbor, 1976.
210
‘Loving in truth, and faine in verse my love to show,
That the deare She might take some pleasure of my paine:
Pleasure might cause her reade, reading might make her know,
Knowledge might pitie winne, and pitie grace obtaine,
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which meanings are created and negotiated in a community.’ Acts of Meaning, Harvard UP, 1990, p11.
222
David Harvey, a Marxist, emphasises ‘Dialectical argumentation cannot be understood as outside the
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scientific knowledge that is right about every technical detail.’ From his autobiography, Lucky Poet,
Methuen, 1943.
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Mind, cognitive science still is seen as disembodied and aridly computational; at a time when Gerald
Edelman and Antonio Damasio have produced widely read, widely reviewed arguments to the contrary,
neuroscience is still seen as neglecting the emotions and failing to register the situatedness of human
cognition.' Alan Richardson, ‘Cognitive Science and the Future of Literary Studies’, Philosophy and
Literature 23.1, 1999, p159. In another tradition, Merleau-Ponty writes, ‘[B]efore becoming the symbol of
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so, they are often evolutionarily implausible.’ Mary Midgley, Beast and Man: The Roots of Human
Nature, 1979, 2nd rev. ed. London: Routledge, 1995, p166. See Leslie Stevenson and David L.
Haberman, Ten Theories of Human Nature, OUP, 1998. The dangers of essentialism are there and
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points out, ‘The most remarkable result of human evolution is that it is in our nature to be cultural. We are
by nature cultural creatures.’ ibid, p5. If we do not learn language through social interaction by puberty,
the brain has not developed its structures to produce the skill later. So being cultural is truly in our nature.
Rorty from the comfort of liberal democracy (that is waging war on the planetary ecosystems and other
nation states) suggests, ‘that liberal democracies might work better if they stopped trying to give
universalistic self-justifications, stopped appealing to notions like 'rationality' and 'human nature' and
instead viewed themselves simply as promising social experiments.’ Philosophical Papers vol 2: Essays
on Heidegger and Others, Cambridge UP, 1991, p193.
230
Primo Levi, ‘The mirror maker’, The Mirror Maker: Stories and Essays, Trans. R Rosenthal.
Mandarin, 1990, p110-114.
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p218-234.
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‘To expound our doctrine unto thee in song / Soft-speaking and Pierian, and, as 'twere, / To touch it
with sweet honey of the Muse- / If by such method haply I might hold / The mind of thee upon these lines
of ours, / Till thou dost learn the nature of all things / And understandest their utility./ Existence and
Character of the Images.’ Bk 4. Lucretius, ‘On the Nature of Things’, trans. William Ellery Leonard,
http://classics.mit.edu//Carus/nature_things.html. [DL 5.7.2000] Albert Manguel notes, ‘In medieval
Jewish society, the ritual of learning to read was explicitly celebrated. The teacher read out every word
and the child repeated it. Then the slate was covered with honey and the child licked it, thereby bodily
assimilating the holy words.’ Albert Manguel, A History of Reading, Viking 1996, p71. The art historian,
Partha Mitter doubts the validity of the ‘eliding of cognition and pleasure’ which the neuroscientists V.S.
Ramachandran and William Hirstein propose in their scientific-experimental-materialist-reductionist
exploration of the aesthetic response. V.S. Ramachandran and William Hirstein, ‘The Science of Art: A
neurological theory of aesthetic experience,’ Journal of Consciousness Studies 6, No6/7, June/July 1999.
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233
It is distinctly interdisciplinary. Daniel Dennett the philosopher writes, ‘A purely philosophical
approach to these issues is hopeless, I have claimed. It must be supplemented--not replaced--with
researches in a variety of disciplines ranging from cognitive psychology and neuroscience to evolutionary
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Darwin College Lectures, Ed., Jean Khalfa, Cambridge UP, 1994. One can separate cognitive science
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Functionalist accounts of cultural development assume institutions exist because they solve a certain
problem fail to explain the origins of, or change within, these complexes. An evolutionary account, which
uses the understanding we have of human cognition, development and psychology are much more
explanatory and amenable to investigation. A simplistic view of evolutionary psychology is that all
adaptations are for immediate survival, particularly reproductive so that poetry is not adaptive. The
evolutionary hypothesis that first came along was that poetry (as with other at forms) aids reproductive
success through males displaying qualities which females use select mates. In every human society of
which we know - prehistoric, ancient, or modern - whether hunter-gatherer, pastoral, agricultural, or
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expect from the world. This maximum sharpness of perception and action points clearly to a perceptual
ground, a basis of my life, a general setting in which my body can co-exist with the world.’ MerleauPonty, 1962, p250.
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Tim Ingold, ‘Culture and the perception of the environment’ in Bush, base: forest farm. Culture,
environment and development, Eds., E. Croll & D. Parkin. London: Routledge.1992, p51. Ingold uses
Bohm's term 'implicate' – one in the other. David Bohm, Wholeness and the implicate order, London:
Routledge and Kegan Paul, 1980, p177.
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develop the notion of a poetics of dwelling.’ Pers comm. See his Epilogue, 'Technology, language,
intelligence: a reconsideration of basic concepts', in T. Ingold & K. R. Gibson, Tools, language and
cognition in human evolution, Cambridge UP, 1993.
242
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world’ in Shifting contexts: transformations in anthropological knowledge, Ed., M. Strathern. London:
Routledge, 1995, p58. However, they are extremely difficult to dislodge. As Katherine Hayles states, ‘I
could not escape the dualistic thinking that clung to me regardless of my efforts to avoid it.’ N. Katherine
Hayles, ‘Flesh and Metal: Reconfiguring the Mindbody in Virtual Environments’, Configurations 10.2,
2002, p298.
243
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origins of art, religion and science, Thames and Hudson, 1996, p71.
244
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Western Thought, Basic Books, 1999.
245
Mark Turner, ‘Poetry for the Newborn Brain’, Bostonia, Spring 1998, No1, p72-73. A discussion of
Terrence Deacon’s The Symbolic Species.
246
‘No single poetic is superior to others, except in so far as it is useful to the working poet. There is no
universally right way to do things, no final standard.’ Edward Foster, preface to Postmodern Poetry: The
Talisman Interviews, Talisman House, 1994, pviii.
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Karr’s criteria fails: ‘authentic poetry’ - Aristotle's “everyday words” – or where would Shakespeare
be?’ Decoration and ornamentation are not the best conceptual tools to talk of such a wide variety of
poetry that doesn't talk to her - eg through ellipsis, lack of closure, select lexicons, etc. And typically (it’s
the danger of manifestos) in her poems she falls into the traps she castigates. Mary Karr ‘Against
Decoration’ in Viper Rum (a collection of poems), New Directions, 1994, p49-73. A more interesting
authenticity is suggested Merleau-Ponty: ‘This ever-recreated opening in the plenitude of being is what
conditions the child's first use of speech and the language of the writer as it does the construction of the
word and that of concepts’ Merleau-Ponty, Maurice, The Phenomenology of Perception, trans. Colin
Smith, Routledge and Kegan Paul, London, 1962, p197.
248
Stephen Romer, ‘Correctives’, PN Review 27, 1982, p63. Review of Jean-Claude Renard’s poetics.
249
Walter Benjamin’s most famous essay, ‘The Work of Art in the Age of Mechanical Reproducibility’
(1936) discusses the effects of modernity on art – in terms of:
• the technology of mass production which entered into the domain of art;
• the change of art, from the auratic (of the aura) to mechanically reproduced arts, e.g.
photography and film;
• these changes affected our modes of perception and ways of experiencing the world – through
the arts eg film externalises the process of industrial capitalism - film through the juggling of
time and space, through montage, reveals modernity.
‘The Work of Art in the Age of Mechanical Reproduction’ in Hannah Arendt, Ed., Illuminations,
Fontana, 1973.
250
Kac continues, ‘That is to say, the layout of a hologram is constituted with the formulation of the
diverse ways of perception the spectator will have, keeping in mind the degree of the hologram's parallax.
In this sense a new visual syntax arises that, in opposition to Mallarmé's white, articulates the poem
starting from invisible volumes...’ Eduardo Kac, Holographic Poetry: 3 Dimensions of the Verbal Sign in
catalogue of the VII National Salon of Visual Arts, 1984, Modern Art Museum of Rio de Janeiro, Brazil.
Iain Sinclair claims in the introduction to his selection of innovate poetries, ‘You don’t need to read them,
just handle them: feel the sticky heat creep up through your fingers. If these things are ‘difficult’, they
have earned the right. Why should they be easy? Why should they not reflect some measure of the
complexity of the climate in which they exist? Why should we not be prepared to make an effort, to break
sweat, in hope of high return? There’s no key, no Masonic password; take the sequences gently, a line at a
time. . . Suspend conditional reflexes. You don’t need to sigh up for Tom Paulin’s masterclass to reap the
reward.’ Conductors of Chaos, Ed., Iain Sinclair, Paladin, 1996, pxvi-xvii. Yet this is not how the poems
appear to be read, judging by readers’ and critics’ comments. And Robert Shepherd comments, ‘Iain
Sinclair's beautifully written but resigned, even depressed, introduction to The Conductors of Chaos is an
object lesson in how not to do it. It's a turn off, a disservice to much of the excellent work therein. It
emphasises this work's societal withdrawal, rather than its engagement, or the range of pleasure it could
offer the reader.’ Robert Sheppard, ‘information on investigative, exploratory, avant-garde, innovative
poetry and poetics’ 20 April 1997.
http://www.users.supanet.com/~sheppard3/first%20page%20(for%20web).htm. [DL 5.7.2001]. see
‘Elsewhere and Everywhere", in Critical Survey Volume 10, Number 1, 1998. Though one reader
comments, ‘the result is nearly 500 pages of pure frustration.’ Chris Mitchell, ‘Conduct Unbecoming,’
http://www.spikemagazine.com/0696chao.htm. [DL 9.11.2001]
251
Tim Ingold sounds the warning, ‘The shift from the classical concept of teckne to the modern concept
of technology has brought about a profound change in the way we think about the relation between
human beings and their activity.’ ‘Eight themes in the anthropology of technology’, Social Analysis, 4,
1997, p131.
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Part 1

Background Poetics –
The Poet as Language Animal

Part I of this thesis provides a naturalistic and empirical account of the ecological language
animal, and demonstrates that:
1. The inner and external processes of language extend cognitive possibilities, particularly
through cognitive fluidity;
2. Cognition is embodied thought and affect - an ecological account is necessary;
3. Language is fundamentally metaphoric and inherently poetic; and
4. The use of language is extended by extelligence and scaffolding, particularly writing.

Chapter 1

Associationism and Beyond

Chapter 2

The Ecology of Language Animals

Chapter 3

Language as Intrinsically Poetic

Chapter 4

Language Working in the World

Chapter 5

What Need of Poets?
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Chapter 1 Associationism and Beyond
1.1

Beyond Associationism

1.2

Ecology of Persons

Box 1

Mind in body

Linked appendices
Appendix 1 David Hartley and Romantic Ambivalence
Appendix 2 Hominid Brain Size

The Aquinian view of mind, of intentionality emerging from the body, was replaced by
Cartesian duality and Newtonian physics, culminating in 19th C reflexology. Neural activity was
identified, successively, with animal spirits (Descartes), élan vita, electricity, energy,
information, and, more recently, quantum states. Coleridge initially supported Associationism’s
physiological psychology, and subversion of Cartesian dualism. However, idealism has been
replaced the machine metaphor of the brain, influenced by the field of Artificial Intelligence
(AI). Recent perspectives understand brains as dynamically creating themselves as associative
minds.

1.1

Beyond Associationism

Associationism, present in Plato and developed by Aristotle,1 is the theory that mind is formed
from sensations and ideas, organised through associations. David Hartley (1749) popularised
this approach, hypothesising a physiological basis for a naturalistic psychology - integrating
emotion and the unconscious into an understanding of cognition.2 Coleridge read Hartley in the
1790s, and initially supported Associationism’s physiological psychology, and subversion of
Cartesian dualism.3
Appendix 1

David Hartley and Romantic ambivalence

Associationism has been re-emphasised since the development of psychology as a discipline.
Gestalt psychologists elaborated Associationism, and the Surrealists made use of it, as did the
inventor of the concept of hypertext, Vannevar Bush, who wrote in 1945, ‘The human mind...
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operates by association.’4 Associationism remains a good explanation of how the mind/brain
works in the associational cortex, overlaid (in parallel processing) on the emotional pathways
and other modular processing pathways.
Paul Ricoeur insisted on a phenomenological approach, because the search for material
foundations is illusory.5 Neural activity is best understood as flows of on/off switching of
transmitter organic molecules, ions, and electric currents fuelled by metabolic energy, controlled
by structural changes in cell membranes carrying information, which cannot be identified with
any of these physical or conceptual quantities.6
By the 19th C Associationism was orthodoxy, and empiricists went to work on the problem. Our
folk theory of perception is very strong. Gilles Fauconnier notes, ‘In the case of perception, the
folk theory, an extremely useful one for us as living organisms, is that everything we perceive is
indeed directly the very essence of the object perceived, out there in the world and independent
of us.’7 Hermann von Helmholtz, using his research on human perception (noting in the 1860s
that though our eyes move the world appears stable), argued that our senses are learned rather
than innate. The prevalent Kantian supposition was that perception is a universal, immutable,
and transcendental faculty and precondition of cognition).8 In 1873, Alexander Bain suggested
that a specific grouping, or co-ordination of sensations and movements, occurred through
growths in cell junctions. This prefigures D. O. Hebb’s work in the 1940s9 - to which Von
Neumann added the principle of 'threshold' for neuron operations.10 Hartley also prefigures
Gerald Edelman who views consciousness as a dynamic feedback loops between various brain
structures (see below).11 Richard Allen even suggests that Hartley’s view that every action has
associations, ‘suggests an ecology of mind’, and that, ‘Associationism, points to a person’s
situation within a dynamic environment.’12 Neural interactions, mapping and coordination, are
not genetically determined, but develop in childhood through a complex process of topological
constraints, redundant connections, and experiential strengthening.13
Artificial Intelligence (AI) used engineering-design methodologies to model the brain, which
are only legitimate in the limited context of practical and technical problem solving.14 However,
human cognition is much more complex, rich, and deeply embodied than AI theorists like
Norbert Wiener, and later Ray Kurzweil, Marvin Minksy and Hans Moravec, anticipated. The
difficulty is that the brain as computer metaphor and its core thesis that the mind is
fundamentally rational, representational, and rule-governed (i.e. that mind is the sum of rules
and representations) is flawed.15 Hubert Dreyfus calls it ‘the psychological assumption’.16
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Reasons for resisting the ‘brain as computer’ metaphor include:
1. Technological limitations on computing power;17
2. Differences in architecture;18
3. The inadequacy of the Cartesian conception of mind separable from the body, due to:
a. The embodied, developmental and emotional nature of cognition (Antonio Damasio,
Francisco Varela, and other cognitive scientists);19
b. metaphors for embodied interactions with the world are the sources of higher-level
representations of language and thought (George Lakoff and Mark Johnson);20 and
c. Robotocists (Rodney Brooks learning from Damasio, Lakoff, and Johnson) have made
situatedness and embodiment, the two fundamental principles of constructing humanoid
robots).21
4. Difficulties in programming the simplest language interactions.
Hubert Dreyfus predicted the failure of the AI research program back in 1972.22 Language is a
particular problem for AI, since language use requires human creativity, context, situatedness,
and use of indexical/deictical terms.23 David Gelernter, a software developer, realised that AI
failed to grasp that emotions drive daily cognition, and everyday taken-for-granted creativity.24
Peschl & Riegler accuse AI’s descendants in the ‘hard’ cognitive sciences, including
connectionist models of cognition, of again being bogged down by ‘technical ‘micro-problems’,
missing ‘the really interesting, pressing, qualitative, and ‘big’ questions about cognition.’25 The
phenomenology of consciousness is the key question for philosophy and cognitive science; yet
exciting advances in neuroscience continue, with new ‘disciplines’ springing up:
neuroaesthetics, neuroethics, neuroeconomics, neurophilosophy, neuroepistemology, and
neurotheology – neuoropoetics is probably next.
A range of perspectives understand brains to be plastic (on an innate substratum), dynamically
creating themselves. These include: American Pragmatists (John Dewey26); phenomenologists
(Merleau Ponty and Heidegger – not Husserl27); development theorists (Lev Vygotsky and Jean
Piaget28); anthropologists (Tim Ingold29); cognitive scientists (Gerald Edelman and V.S.
Ramachandran); and psychologists (J.J. Gibson and Edward Reed). Reed’s ecological
psychology offers a radically naturalist, non-Cartesian account of mind and agency. He
acknowledges that behaviourism - the idea of perception as based on discrete bodily sensations,
triggered by external stimuli to which the body responds - is pervasive.30 Reed suggests natural
selection favoured development of mechanisms for perceiving and responding to persistently
available information in the environment (‘the effort after meaning’). People and tapeworms
have adaptive awareness of their surroundings - awareness not as self-reflexive private internal
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consciousness but as a constantly shifting active relationship between the organism and its
surroundings. Increasingly sophisticated forms of retrospective and prospective awareness is not
given, but achieved by the individual-in-environment. Mind is not a structure, but an active
integrative process of seeking for, interpreting, and responding to meaning, i.e. adaptively
significant forms of order in the world31 (and the world is becoming harder to order).32
Similarly, John Rajchman suggests, from a Deleuzian perspective, ‘We need to rethink
ourselves in terms of multiplicities’33
‘Whereas the human has traditionally been associated with consciousness, rationality,
free will, autonomous agency, and the right of the subject to possess himself, the
posthuman sees human behaviour as the result of a number of autonomous agents
running their programs more or less independently of one another. Complex behaviour
in this view is an emergent property that arises when these programs, each fairly simple
in itself, begin reacting with one another. Consciousness, long regarded as the seat of
identity, in this model is relegated to an ‘epiphenomenon.’
Albert Borgmann34

Consciousness is overrated. ‘The unity and coherence of consciousness,’ as Edelman and
Giuilio Tononi explain, ‘are strictly tied to consciousness’s so-called capacity limitation; the
fact that we cannot keep in mind more than a few things at a time.’35 Rosenfield argues that
consciousness, ‘comes precisely from the flow of perceptions, from the relations among them
(both spatial and temporal), from the dynamic but constant relation to them as governed by one
unique personal perspective sustained throughout a conscious life ... Compared to it, units of
‘knowledge’ such as we can transmit or record in books or images are but instant snapshots
taken in a dynamic flow of uncontainable, unrepeatable, and inexpressible experience. And it is
an unwarranted mistake to associate these snapshots with material ‘stored’ in the brain.’36
Human brains have 100 billion nerve cells: the permutation of firing patterns is vast.37 Some
patterns are reinforced by experience, others weakened - learning is a process of elimination. In
a connectionist model of the mind, parallel processes of competitive patterns of activity (of
individual neurons connecting up to large numbers of similar units over time) develop patterns
of activity, reinforced and established by experience of individual developing brains. Some
suggest a Darwinian metaphor here – survival of the fittest neuron webs. Gerald Edelman’s
‘theory of neuronal group selection (TNGS)38 suggests a dynamic state, not a material substrate
wired into a brain’s structure, is the key, which reflects the contingencies of local
environments.39 It is a holistic account of mind as process, emergent from embrained, embodied
organisms. A clubfoot is mirrored in fused neuron connections but higher functions are much
more diffuse and complex.40 Connectionism still faces formidable problems, and the
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fundamental issue of mind/body and the nature of consciousness is still a mystery.41 Edelman
argues that neurons create new patterns in relation to development and interaction with the
environment. Thus each constructs unique patterns or topobiological neural maps or nets,
neuron patterns are selected as shifting connections of perceptive, memory and all other
cognitive functioning. Neural nets continually transform, learning in response to dynamic
environments and ‘re-entrant connectivities’ between the neuronal maps.42
Francisco Varela (immunologist, now neuroscientist) and co-authors, Evan Thompson
(philosopher) and Eleanor Rosch (psychologist) are influenced by Merleau Ponty’s emphasis on
embodiment. The key to understanding perception lies not in how we process information to
represent the world, but ‘how the perceiver can guide his actions in his local situation.’43 Signals
from the world do not generally represent a coded input, but are potentially ambiguous, and
highly context-dependent.44 They note that any, ‘situation is incredibly rich in modalities of
scale, senses, cognition and environmental possibilities.’45 They have helped shift cognitive
science from computational approaches and cognitivism to autopoiesis being enactive,46
emergent,47 and embodied48 - more fruitful directions for a DoP.
Living is an ongoing learning and adapting and interacting process. The explanatory power that
evolutionary biology ascribes to the genotype is overplayed, and does not take into account
developmental processes and contingencies of life history. Likewise, the knowledge held in the
brain (rationality - analytic philosophy), or schemas and cultural models (evolutionary
psychology), is not isolated, and reacts to everyday behaviours and actions. Varela, Thompson,
and Rosch take a cognitive approach to cognition as ‘embodied action’, claiming that, ‘sensory
and motor processes, perception and action, are fundamentally inseparable in lived cognition.’49
They use the term ‘enaction’ to refer to mutual relationality - how ‘living beings and their
environments stand in relation to each other through mutual specification or codetermination.’50
Meaning (social understandings, for example) is the result of complex interactions between
groups of individuals and so belongs to systems (a social group, for example) rather than to the
individual. Activity at any point produces reverberations (feedback loops) throughout the
system, also felt at their source, which is changed by them, i.e. a dialectic of ‘ecological’
thinking and complexity theory, which can be viewed as a ‘conversation’ between many
people.51 Horst Hendriks-Jansen introduces the term ‘interactive emergence’, arguing that
human behaviour emerges from interactions between biology and socially constructed cultural
environments. The artefacts and narratives of these environments cannot be untangled from the
constraints and opportunities of this biology. Mental traits of intention, consciousness, language
and self-reflexivity emerge as constructions or assemblages from simpler neuro-cultural
activities.52
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Edeleman’s notion of re-entrant stimulation (part of TNGS) is a feedback system - not for fixed
control, but variable strengthening and weakening of maps, permitting bi-directional
recategorisations at perceptual, conceptual, and linguistic levels.53 It is ecological, involving,
‘interpenetrating multiple levels of individual development, species evolution, and the
interaction of cultural and neural processes.’54 Heinz von Foerster is the transitional figure in the
cybernetic shift from a focus on systems’ homeostasis (Norbert Wiener55), to the core notion of
‘autopoiesis’ (exemplified by Humberto Maturana and Francisco Varela, theorised
predominantly by Maturana56). The cell is essentially a closed system of
production/organisation that allows some permeability of its boundaries to exchange materials
with the environment.57 The notion of ‘autopoiesis’ leads to an individual observing a system
being implicated in the emergent system; the 'systemic perspective' deals in formal, and
functional, wholes.58 The key concept of 'self-organisation' is comprised of various concepts,
from self-creation to self-maintenance, and self-referentiality.59 The sciences of Chaos and
Complexity offer insights into autopoiesis.60 Varela considers autopoiesis a case of autonomy,
in which a system produces its own structure, as in chemical productions in living systems. He
claims, '[I]t seems very farfetched to describe social interactions in terms of production of
components'61 Douglas Hofstadter characterises the feedback process of emergent phenomena
as, ‘an interaction between levels in which the top level reaches back down towards the bottom
level and influences it, while at the same time being itself determined by the bottom level.’62
‘To be alive is to participate in a continuous stream of influences from the outer world
and acts on the outer world, in which we are merely the transitional stage.’
Norbert Wiener63

Andy Clark reminds us, ‘Our brains evolved as controllers of bodies, moving and acting in a
real (and often hostile) world.’64 However, emergent and self-maintaining structures produced
by cybernetic cycles participate in what the philosopher Alfred Lord Whitehead called the
'creative advance of nature'. His process philosophy appears most congruent with a discursive
poetics,65 works with the brain’s plasticity, and fits in with current empirical research. Fritjof
Capra has collated research in large self-organising systems (like Gaia), which he also applies to
concepts such as the self. Capra claims a new paradigm; the ‘ecological worldview’ imparts a
‘shift from the rational to the intuitive, from analysis to synthesis, from reductionism to holism,
from linear to non-linear thinking.’66 Gregory Ulmer suggests that systems-theory is inadequate
to human invention, 67 but Maturana has a wider view, applying autopoietic theory to linguistic
interaction, constructing a model of ‘languaging’ in which interactors mutually orient
themselves to each other and to a subject. 68 Rather than the traditional view of communication
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as an exchange of information packets focused on information as a commodity, the interactors
are central.69 This is ecologically suggestive, but a danger of systems theory is the abolition of
the human agent (as in work of the German sociologist Niklas Luhmann).70
Shelley begins his DoP by suggesting a creative Associationism, with an autopoietic element, is
a vita part of cognition:71
‘§1 According to one mode of regarding those two classes of mental action which are
called Reason and Imagination, the former may be considered as mind contemplating
the relations borne by one thought to another, however produced; and the latter as
mind, acting upon those thoughts so as to colour them with its own light, and
composing from them as from elements, other thoughts, each containing within itself
the principle of its own integrity.’
Shelley

There is also technology to consider in this regard. Media theorist, Frank Kittler, claims that in
the discourse network of 1800, novelists and playwrights created a new reality by stimulating
psychic processes of association, recollection, attention, and hallucination through associative
streams of words. In 1900 these processes were technically implemented in film through
techniques of projection and cutting, flashback and closeup.72

1.2

The Ecology of Persons
‘The antithesis of nature to the mind, ‘as object to subject’, we now know to be
false, yet so much of our thinking is based on it that to grasp the substantial unity,
the sense of a whole process, is to begin a long and difficult revolution in the mind.’
Raymond Williams73

Plato uses the word nous for mind, always embedded within the context of reason. In Ion, Plato
claims that not only does a poet not possess techne (Chapter 7.1), but cannot compose until he
becomes possessed (entheos), out of his mind (ekphron), and his nous is no longer in him: 'The
god takes away their nous.’ (Ion 534c7-8).74 Without nous, poets and rhapsodes fail to recognise
or interpret, or judge, what they say, (or see/hear). Ion speaks but doesn’t know what he is
talking about.
Plato never articulates a ‘theory of mind’, but never clearly articulates a theory of art, or poetry,
either. He does argue that the soul is a repository of timeless truths and uses mathematics to
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‘prove’ this.75 Showing his Pre-Socratic roots, Plato claims a tripartite structure for: the soul of
man;76 form of man;77 and the mind of man.78 The Western folk model of the mind derives from
these tripartite models with solid support from the Catholic Church,79 which stressed an inner
battle between spirituality and animality. Neoplatonists, later conceived of the soul reuniting
with the Divine Mind of eternity. Galen thought the brain contained 4 chambers, within which
nervous functions happen, and first asserted that the head was centre of thought (Aristotle
thought brains functioned to cool blood and that the heart was prime organ).80
We now have a rich understanding of many aspects of cognition and can see that Plato’s
writings on the mind of a poet, central to his initial attack on poetry, rely on an impoverished
notion of mind. Even Husserl has a regressive sense of the human mind,81 but Fichte provides
the clue that develops the argument: ‘All animals are perfect and complete; man however, is
merely suggested ... Every animal is what it is; man alone is originally nothing at all. What man
is to be, he must become.’82 This revolutionary idea inspired Marx,83 leads directly to
Bourdieu’s notion of habitus,84 and is supported by recent research.
Most thinking is not available to consciousness, but it is consciousness that we find most
mysterious within current paradigms.85 Emergent interactionist models of the mind-brain
relationship are most promising to explain the central mystery of consciousness.86 Cognitive
linguistics and evolutionary psychology both view basic capacities of the body as products of
evolutionary design and cognitive modules as not fixed since brains are plastic.87 Each decision,
perception, feeling, image, or other mental state may appear serially in consciousness, but it
must wait in line, at least for the psychological refractory period lasting on the order of 100 to
150 milliseconds.88 When a subject voluntarily moves a finger, the EEG potential (called the
Readiness Potential) occurs - nearly a second prior to actual finger movement. This leads
Ramachandran to argue that agency, the key to our sense of personhood, is illusory.89 The self is
‘not a thing’ suggest Stewart and Cohen, ‘but a process, which preserves an apparent sense of
identity even as it changes complicitly with everything around it.’90 There is no centre of
consciousness, no ‘Cartesian theatre’; just what Dennett calls a ‘centre of narrative gravity'91 –
Ramachandran’s position based on empirical research. The self is not locatable in the organ of
the brain but a process and activity as Emerson realised.92 Consciousness is a matter of flow, but
it should be kept in mind that tools and technology affect the flow, and that flows exist at
various levels and scales.93 In fact, as Tim van Gelder points out, the system is very dynamic, a
situation reflected in Howard Gardner’s work on the fluidity of ‘multiple intelligences’.94 It is
also a natural result of the nature of consciousness - Hume could not catch himself as a mental
being thinking of nothing.95 As Rom Harre & Grant Gillett argue, ‘consciousness is best thought
of as the capacity to focus cognitive abilities on a range of objects, events and conditions around
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the subject.’96 Humans are ecologically creatures, making sense of all that happens, at every
moment, as Mark Johnson puts it, we are: ‘weaving together the threads of our lives. In order
for us to have coherent experiences, to make any sense at all of what happens to us, to survive in
our environment, and to enhance the quality of our lives, we must organize and reorganize our
experiences from moment to moment.’97 This is primarily achieved through narrative and
metaphor, which are discussed later. Lingis highlights the ecological implications:
‘[P]revious philosophical anthropology, which saw the key to the human mind in the
correlation between tool making and brain enlargement, envisioned the human species
as one that makes its own environment. This theme finds emphatic philosophical
expression in Hegel, Marx, and Heidegger, as well as American pragmatists. Shephard
instead envisions the human mind as a mind that evolved to deal with a specific
environment, as this line of mammalian descent moves from nocturnal forest existence
into open savanna.’
Alphonso Lingis98

Edward Reed notes the pragmatic uses that cognition must have been put to, not abstract
thought.99 Alert consciousness is not necessary (nor sufficient) for most hominid activities, and
not for the production of poetry; but a sense of control of cognition and conscious awareness
generally is.100 Allport suggests this emerges from interaction between preconscious, cognitive
modules, which function autonomously, asynchronously and in parallel shifting across modules
as changing conditions dictate. The sense of a central agency is merely an emergent property of
the system as a whole from orderly flows of cognition.101 Allport argues that terms like
knowledge, belief and decision, have to be rethought; he talks (like ethnomethodologists) of
‘competencies in discourse’, and is more interested in the pragmatics of how humans use
information.102 It is the significance or meaning of what is recalled that determines the way a
person retains and uses the content. Most cognitive scientists believe the ‘self’ is constructed out
of dynamic processes.103 Our thoughts and actions are ecological, part of ongoing processes and
practices.
The problem of the transcendental subject became central to Romantic theory and practice,
which began with a self-conscious questioning of subjectivity104 - but we are not self-contained,
Cartesian individuals,105 nor are we Foucault’s powerless objects. A distributed notion of self
leads to the ecology of consciousness. Susan Greenfield notes that our neuronal connections are
very durable: what is dynamic is the degree they talk to each other – there is a network that
forms and chatters within ¼ second - how they form at any one moment will determine the
consciousness, like clouds never the same twice and always changing.106 Luria used basic EEG
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and lesion data to support his hypothesis that regulatory structures of language grow into the
human brain - particularly the prefrontal cortex.107
Box 1

Mind in body

An English speaker is physiologically different from a Japanese speaker; the language process is different
in musculature and neurology (left and right hemispheres) since speakers of tonal languages (eg.
Mandarin Chinese speakers) use both temporal lobes to speak.108
Tim Ingold has used such facts to abandon the biological/ cultural dichotomy and would expect such
results - much of what we view as cultural is biological. My ability to speak English is not considered
biological in that English speakers are no different from Japanese. Learning to speak is learning culturally
specific skills, part of the overall developmental process of human organism and becomes literally
embodied. What enables me to live my particular life is seen as cultural but capacities emerge in the life
history through development.
‘What are commonly designated as cultural processes are biological, and historical processes are
evolutionary ... In this account, behaviour is generated ... by the agency of the whole organism in its
environment.’ Ingold109
Pierre Bourdieu has pointed out that the body carries within its skin, bone and muscle its ideological
conditions, worn by labour, as Engels noted (1845). The body is social and individual, mental and
material, a site for others to act upon and a site of agency. Through engaging with the world as a material
body, the body understands and is understood, or misunderstood in countless daily acts. The body
develops inner and outer postures, characteristics, appearance, unconscious reactions and intentional
actions. In this process it produces, through its own activity and under the influence of the social
environment, a ‘habitus’.
The habitus is not conscious, ‘reason immanent to the practices; it has its origin neither in the 'decisions'
of reason nor in the determinations through mechanisms which would be external or superordinate to the
acting person.’110

There is no centre of consciousness, no brain within a brain. The effects of anaesthesia show
that whole areas are gradually extinguished in unconsciousness. The brain is never fully
‘asleep’.111 Is a foetus conscious? If not, when? Consciousness is graded, and Greenfield thinks
it emerges as sheets of millions of neurones co-ordinate chemical and electrical activities in a
stream of ‘transient assemblies’ interacting with other parts of the brain and incoming sensory
information to make humans conscious.112 Joseph Hellige points out that every cognitive task
uses multicomponent processing and modules activated throughout both hemispheres. There is
no clear allocation of separate tasks between hemispheres.113 Memory and perception are

A New Defence of Poetry - and New Possibilities from Hypertext to Ecopoetry

38

dynamic and emergent, as Bartlett understood seventy years ago (updated by Edelman and
Tononi).114 Humans are interpreters, perception is a process and not located in one part of the
back of the brain, or the eye – it’s a discursive activity.115
Consciousness is ‘emergent’ and ecological, some even claim it is ‘physiologically
distributed’,116 yet theories of poetry still rely on a Cartesian separation between mind, res
cogitans, and body, res extensa. This duality is reinforced by a structuralist approach
encompassing generative linguistic theories, and an old fashioned AI approach to cognitive
science (modelling the brain/mind in terms of logical serial computer processing). The
mind/body split fails to encompass human development, learning, perception and experience,
which requires a triadic framework of body and subject and world - interacting - to account for
human behaviour and experience. The term ‘mindbody’ is more accurate, which Hayles adopts
from Mark Hansen.117 While Cartesian psychology might be a failure, a replacement is still
being worked out. In the fields of phenomenological philosophy, anthropology, cognitive
linguistics, cultural studies etc. the revolution Williams predicted is occurring.
Cognitive science focuses on the individual and can lose sight of the social, communal and
historical dimensions of knowledge. According to Merleau-Ponty, in everyday, absorbed, skilful
coping, acting is experienced as a steady flow of skilful activity in response to one's sense of the
situation. We have a sense of optimal body-environment relationships; we move closer to that
optimum and reduce ‘tension’ of the deviation. One does not need a goal or intention to act;
one's body is simply solicited by the situation to get into ‘equilibrium’ with it.118 Poetry makes
iconic use of language that can enhance this natural situation, ‘to move one's body is to aim at
things through it; it is to allow oneself to respond to their call, which is made upon it
independently of any representation.’119 Self-reflexive consciousness is barely aware of skill and
embodied practices. Interaction is at heart the act of presenting oneself, which the
ethnomethodologist Howard Garfinkel describes as an ‘endless, ongoing, contingent
accomplishment.’120 Since there is no meaning outside of the context to which it is applied, the
members' sense of reality is a consequence of their interpretation of each new situation.
Meaning is negotiated, and reality constructed as meaning is accomplished. 121 A concern with
understanding how the social is possible looks at competence, not logic or rules or some internal
process.122 This daily, negotiated activity makes sense in 'the life world' we take for granted this perspective is called ‘the natural attitude’.123 This position opposes the use of mind as an
explanatory mechanism, rather, as Newman and Holzman suggest, ‘Thinking and speaking do
not make us human. Rather, thinking and speaking are uniquely human in that their dialectic
unity derives from the ability of the species to make meaning.’124
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The interactions of individuals and populations with the environment were crucial in the
evolutionary past and are still crucial in how humans develop their whole range of cognitive and
embodied encultured skills and practices.
‘It is hard for me not to believe that this specific ecological consciousness the original
human mind, as it evolved in the savannas of East Africa, does subsist, under and as a
basis for, the mind of Homo faber, what Heidegger identified as the primary-and-forthe-most-part practical and also the technological mind.’
Alphonso Lingis125

An ecological approach appreciates the feedback and interrelationships between culture,
biology, behaviour, and biological evolution as exemplified by Tim Ingold: ‘What we need,
instead, is a quite different way of thinking about organisms and their environments. I call this
'relational thinking'. It means treating the organism not as a discrete, prespecified entity but as a
particular locus of growth and development within a continuous field of relationships. It is a
field that unfolds in the life activities of organisms and that is enfolded (through processes of
embodiment or enmindment) in their specific morphologies, powers of movement and
capacities of awareness and response.’126 This position argues for a rich understanding of human
nature (including mind), not a reductive quantifiable one. Investigation of adaptation in human
systems must consider the overall ecology of life.127 Rom Harré’s notion of ‘discursive
psychology’ views human life as a collective activity, which fits with these ideas of Luria and
Vygotsky, who argued that biological development and psychological learning are aspects of
the one process.128 Developmental stages are grounded in body experience, development occurs
depending on the processes and events surrounding it. Bradd Shore uses the term ‘eco-logical’
brain based on the observation that at birth, despite long gestation, the brain weighs only a
quarter of its adult weight - the rest develops in interaction with the external environment.129
The hypothesis that big brains imparted a selective advantage to help hominids cope with
complex and new situations sounds reasonable130, since as Alphonso Lingis notes, ‘Most species
do not evolve bigger brains because brains put heavy demands on nutrients, oxygen, and
energy.’ 131
Maxine Sheets-Johnstone maintains that hominid development was made possible not by,
‘greater intelligence’, or ‘a more sophisticated consciousness’ but concretely, by new ways of
thinking - conceptual stepping stones: the concept of sound, articulatory gestures, and of making
sound oneself, all of which provided conditions for the invention of a verbal language.132 She
posits as foundational, the concept of numbers and of edges (for flaking stone tools), but her
innovation is to stress that these concepts develop through the tactile-kinaesthetic body, by
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touch and movement - the subject hears the sound, feels the chest and voice box, cuts
themselves on the sharp edge. In a later book she emphasises movement itself, ‘We come into
the world already moving, Learning to move oneself is the foundation of perceiving the
world.’133 What this account lacks is Antonio Damasio’s foregrounding of emotion.
Various other mechanisms have been suggested, originally tool use; since then, food source
complexity (Katy Milton)134; social life (Ken Richardson),135 (Derek Bicketon136), and (Robin
Dunbar137); and complexity of the natural environment (Paul Shepard138). Lingis argues for the
latter two, noting: ‘Current empirical evidence has dissociated the links between bipedalism,
tool production, and brain size.’139 Lingis, following Shepard, suggests that the constant social
interaction among primates,140 leads to a sense of the self.141
Language helps understand, model and try to modify these dynamics. It may not have evolved
for its practical hunting and tool-making, since such skills are acquired primarily through
watching, playing, imitating. Robin Dunbar’s study of contemporary English speakers found
that social relationships, and personal experiences, accounted for seventy percent of
conversation time.142 This is how language roots us in the world. John Shotter, a social
constructionist, asserts that, ‘primary human reality is conversation.’143 We have expectations,
guidelines in the process of conversational negotiation, which Michael Toolan characterises as,
'provisional and open ended'.144
Social relations are complex, but so too are rituals and artistic practices where unpredictability
is ubiquitous. The innovation of art required more than large brains. Richardson & Boyd argue
that Cenozoic trends in cognitive complexity represent adaptations to an increasingly diverse
environment. They detail a correlation between environmental deterioration and brain size in
various mammalian lineages.145 Experimental studies show rich environments put on cortical
weight in rats.146 Bradd Shore uses the term ‘eco-logical’ brain based on the observation that at
birth, despite long gestation, the brain weighs only a quarter of its adult weight, the rest
develops in interaction with the external environment.147
However, human brain size doesn’t correlate to any of the intelligences (Einstein’s brain, a
fetishised object, was smaller than average),148 but evidence suggests that brain-to-body ratio
measures information-processing ability - an evolutionary trend.149 The innovation of art
required more than large brains. Robert Logan reminds us that Neanderthals had larger brain
capacity yet inferior cognitive skills due to inferior information processing, which demonstrates
just how important language is.150
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Appendix 2

Hominid Brain Size

I suggested to Susan Greenfield that if poetry is so cognitively fluid yet original, cognitive
processing be affected. She thought it an interesting hypothesis, but she noted a lack of
experimental work on cognitive processing of literary language, and to her knowledge, no brain
imaging had been undertaken in this area.151
The ecological brain, mind, self, person has implications for understanding how a person is
mind-body, dependent on the environment for: development and cognitive fluidity (Chapter 3),
language skills and symbol use (Chapter 3 & 6), materials, tools and skilled practice (Chapter 4
& 7), being fundamentally embodied (Chapter 5).
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Chapter 1
1

Aristotle, De Memoria et Reminiscentia, On Memory and Recollection, 2. in On the Soul. Parva
Naturalia. On Breath, Trans. W. S. Hett, Loeb Classical Library. He claimed three laws of association in
memory and learning processes: The law of contiguity - Events that occur close in space or time tend to
get linked; The law of similarity - If two things are similar, the thought of one will tend to trigger the
thought of the other; and The law of contrast - On the other hand, seeing or recalling something may also
trigger the recollection of something completely opposite. The law of frequency - The more often two
events are linked, the more powerful will be that association – was introduced later. These processes,
according to Aristotle in De Anima (On the Soul) took place in the ‘common sense.’ It was in the
common sense that the look, the feel, the smell, the taste of an apple, for example, came together to
become the idea of an apple. Association was taken for granted as the activity of passive reason, whereas
the abstraction of principles or essences, active reason was emphasised by philosophers. Aristotle had no
physiological evidence, and thought the brain was a radiator to cool the blood. The Greeks invented a
chemistry of the soul, in which the four elements (air, earth, fire and water) combined to make the four
humors of the body (phlegm, blood, black bile and yellow bile) - hence the Hippocratic temperaments:
phlegmatic, sanguine, melancholic and choleric.
2
David Hartley, Observations on Man, His Frame, His Duty, and His Expectations, (1749) Garland,
1971. Richard Allen sees Hartley’s contribution being his emphases on: the role of ‘joint impressions’ of
sensations from the different modalities... in the formation of ideas; the importance of motor activity in
perception and in learning to perform skilled actions; language, as a mechanism for generating ideas and
not simply as a means of labelling ideas that already exist; and mind as a dynamic concept, the totality of
physiological and psychological processes. Richard Allen, David Hartley on Human Nature, SUNY,
1999, p144. Hartley pointed to the effects of opium and alcohol on thought and behaviour, to argue for on
a physiological account of vibrations in the brain, caused by the bombardment of external stimuli and the
material basis of mind. As a result, we tend to accept as real, ‘ideas, words, and reasonings’ which ‘being
much agitated in the brain... unite with each other, and so coalesce.’ Quoted by Allen, 1999, p248.
3
Coleridge offered the following summary of the laws of association as set out by Aristotle: ‘Ideas by
having been together acquire a power of recalling each other; or every partial representation awakes the
total representation of which it has been a part.’ Samuel Taylor Coleridge, Biographia Literaria, Ed.,
George Watson, London: Dent, 1971, p59. Coleridge clearly held, at one time, an organic (embodied
theory of mind), noting, ‘no man has yet discovered any organic apparatus for Thought, Passion,
volition... in some way or other the whole nervous system is the organ.’ from ‘On Animal Magnetism’
(1817), S.T. Coleridge, Shorter Works and Fragments, Ed., Jackson & Jackson, Princeton UP, 1995, Vol
1, p591. He wrote to Southey, ‘the corporeality of thought – namely that it is motion.’ Collected Letters of
S.T. Coleridge, Ed., E. l. Griggs, OUP, 1956, Vol 1, p137.
4
Gestalt psychologists proposed various associations they termed the ‘laws of Prägnanz’. It also provides
the associationist principle in psychoanalysis and remains the basic assumption of psychological theory as
well as influencing literary techniques. One method of psychoanalysis is free association to open up areas
of conflict and to bring into consciousness traumatic events that have been repressed, the theory being
that earlier thoughts and associations can be derived from current thoughts with similar patterns of
association. This influenced Andre Breton a medical orderly, who spent most of the war at an army
psychiatric hospital. He saw Associationism used to treat shellshock victims during the war. In 1919,
Breton, with his friend Philippe Soupault, composed the first Surrealist work, ‘The Magnetic Fields’
using ‘automatic writing’. In the first Manifesto of Surrealism (1924), Breton declared that the new
movement's defining principle was ‘psychic automatism,’ by which he meant thought freed from ‘any
control exercised by reason, exempt from any aesthetic or moral concern.’ Surrealism ‘is based on the
belief in the superior reality of certain forms of previously neglected associations, in the omnipotence of
dream, in the disinterested play of thought.’ André Breton, Manifestoes of Surrealism, trans. Richard
Seaver and Helen R. Lane, The U of Michigan P, 1972, p26. ‘With one item in its grasp, it snaps instantly
to the next that is suggested by the association of thoughts, in accordance with some intricate web of trails
carried by the cells of the brain.’ Vannevar Bush, ‘As We May Think’, The Atlantic Monthly, July 1945,
http://www.ps.uni-sb.de/~duchier/pub/vbush/vbush.shtml. [DL 28.1.2000]
5
Paul Ricoeur: ‘The cognitive sciences...construct formulations and consider symbolic systems—chiefly
linguistic systems—as their primary frame of reference. My position here will consist in moving away
from formal approaches of this type in the direction of actual experience, which itself rests on an
exchange of intentions and meaning...A code...is inert so long as it is not integrated as part of a speech act
that actualises a capacity of which I have had vivid experience, as I can. But there is nothing that
corresponds to this I can in a neuronal assembly, which, however open it may be, remains just that -an
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assembly.’ Jean-Pierre Changeux and Paul Ricoeur, What makes us think? Princeton UP, 2000, p96.
William Clancey notes that, ‘the irony that the quest for a physical symbol system so often assumed that
the material processes of interaction with the world are inconsequential (the Functionalist stance). Thus,
mind is disembodied and a timeless, ungrounded mentalism remains.’ William J. Clancey, ‘The biology
of consciousness: Comparative review of Israel Rosenfield, The Strange, Familiar, and Forgotten: An
anatomy of Consciousness and Gerald M. Edelman, Bright Air, Brilliant Fire: On the Matter of the Mind,
Artificial Intelligence 60, 1991, p313-356. An irony he says Pagels helps us realise.
6
Karl Lashley (1890-1958) noted that terms like ‘information’ and ‘representation’ are metaphors not
quantifiable descriptors of brain events. Neuro-activity is observed through its electrochemical
manifestations but cannot be observed directly. The evidence is that there is no one-to-one relation
between neurons – information. Barrie, Freeman & Lenhart have shown that spatial patterns of neural
activity emerge by construction with each act of perception, and that they depend on the context of the
present and equally on the past experience of each subject, not merely on the stimuli. This is a reflection
of the unity of function of the forebrain. JM Barrie, WJ Freeman, M Lenhart, ‘Spatiotemporal analysis of
prepyriform, visual, auditory and somesthetic surface EEGs in trained rabbits’, Journal of
Neurophysiology, 76:1-20,1996.
7
Gilles Fauconnier, ‘Methods and Generalizations’, Cognitive Linguistics: Foundations, Scope, and
Methodology, Cognitive Linguistics Research 15, Eds., Theo Janssen & Gisela Redeker, 1999, p99-100.
8
Hermann Helmholtz, ‘The Facts of Perception’ (1878) in Selected Writings of Hermann von Helmholtz,
Ed., Russel Kahl, Conn: Wesleyan UP, 1971, p366-408. The German physicist and physiologist thought
perception was ‘actually a learned, haptic process by which the mimetic movements of the eyes in
apprehending space and movement train our perceptive faculties to effectively perceive geometry.’ Casey
Alt, ‘The Materialities of Maya: Making Sense of Object-Orientation’, Configurations 10:3, 2002, p421.
Nearly a century later, Adelbert Ames demonstrated the unconscious constraints on seeing the world by
revealing that a rectangular room projects trapezoids onto the retina. David Wooding compared eye
movements from subjects asked to assess how the marriage in the picture would turn out with subjects
viewing without instruction. He found the viewing patterns very different. He also notes that no two
people view an image in the same way (just as no-one processes language the same way).Laura Spinney,
Blind to change, New Scientist, 18.11. 2000. http://www.newscientist.com/features/
features.jsp?id=ns226539. [DL 29.2.2001]. Berlin & Kay, in a breakthrough work showed that although
different languages have different numbers of basic colour terms, the colour terms of all languages tend
strongly to be based on a small number of fundamental colour perceptions, specifically black, white, red,
green, yellow, blue, brown, purple, pink, orange and grey. B. Berlin & Kay, P. Berlin, Basic Colour
Terms: Their Universality and Evolution, U of California P, 1969.
9
Alexander Bain (1818-1903), a friend of John Stuart Mill, added a further law, the law of compound
association - that most associations are among whole clusters of other associations. One of Bain's basic
principles became immortalised as the Spencer-Bain principle: The frequency or probability of a
behaviour rises if it is followed by a pleasurable event, and decreases if it is followed by a painful
event. This is same principle the behaviourists used a century later in the theory of conditioning of
stimulus-response psychology. And he added the law of constructive association, that we can also
actively, and creatively add to our associations ourselves. Galvani showed two centuries ago that nerves
emit and respond to electric current, around the same time Gall produced a precursor of the modular
theory of mind. Santiago Ramon y Cajal (1908) discovered neurones, and suggested learning was
mediated by cell outgrowths. The Canadian psychologist Donald Hebb (1949) discovered the ‘Hebbian
synapse’ and hypothesised that learning occurs through the strengthening of neurons' connections. He
developed Cajal’s ideas through the ideas of cell assemblies and reverberating circuits. ‘When an axon of
cell A is near enough to excite cell B and repeatedly or persistently takes part in firing it, some outgrowth
process or metabolic change takes place in one or both cells such that A’s efficiency, as one of the cells
firing B, is increased.’ Donald Hebb, The Organisation of Behaviour, Wiley, 1949. He argued that
behaviour eg, perception is built up over time through cells connecting. His notion of cell assemblies used
both holistic and local perspectives.
10
Each neuron has a threshold value that defines how many stimuli the neuron has to receive to fire itself.
In such a system an 'and-organ' has the value two, an 'or-organ' has the value one. We have to underline
that each neuron has a value. These threshold values constitute long-term memory. John Von Neumann,
The Computer and the Brain, (1958), Yale UP, 1979, p60.
11
Gerald M. Edelman, The Remembered Present, Basic Books,1989; Topobiology, Basic Books, 1988;
Neural Darwinism, Basic Books, 1987. He sums up his theories in Bright Air, Brilliant Fire: On the
Matter of Mind, Basic Books, 1992. He outlines a theory of consciousness, neural group selection
designed by two different evolutionary processes, one developmental involving Darwinian competition
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between populations of neurons partially constrained by genetics, and the other a learning process,
selectional process that strengthens or weakens neuronal connections temporarily. Associationism links in
with a syntagmatic (connective/combinatorial) paradigm rather than scientific and structuralist privileging
of the paradigmatic (contrastive elements). The latter key to Levi-Strauss’ methodology, See R. Willis,
intro R. Willis Ed., Signifying Animals: Human Meaning in the Natural World, Unwin-Hyman, 1990,
p21.
12
Allen mentions the ecological psychology of James Gibson, 1999, p193. It is this environment in which
Tim Ingold compares intelligence and imagination: ‘the former is the capacity of a being whose existence
is wrapped up within a world of puzzles, the latter is the activity of a being whose puzzle-solving is
carried on within the context of involvement in a real world of persons, objects and relations.’ Tim Ingold
& Kathleen R. Gibson, Tools, Language and Cognition in Human Evolution, Cambridge UP, 1993, p466.
Ingold characterises this modality as: 1. Imagining is an activity, people do it, it differs in being reflexive,
attention is turned in on itself, 2. the products of imagination plans, representations etc. are held only in
the imaginative activity, 3. the imagination is of a being situated in a time and place.
13
Israel Rosenfield, The Strange, Familiar, and Forgotten: An anatomy of Consciousness, Alfred A.
Knopf, 1992.
14
Philip Agre has discussed the paradigm differences between AI and other disciplines the former does
not use the same conceptual apparatus but rather ‘technical practices’ that are intuitive, precise and
vague.’ Philip E. Agre, ‘Toward a Critical Technical Practice: Lessons Learned in Trying to Reform AI,
in Geof Bowker, Les Gasser, Leigh Star, and Bill Turner, Eds., Bridging the Great Divide: Social
Science, Technical Systems, and Cooperative Work, Erlbaum, 1997.
15
From an AI perspective (and reification of the gene), Norbert Wiener, Marvin Minksy and Hans
Moravec have proposed that human identity is essentially information. Moravec believes it may become
possible to download human consciousness into a computer. The Moravec test is the logical successor to
the Turing test which was designed to demonstrate that machines could think like humans. It goes one
step further, supposing machines can become human This fantasy is current. ‘Scanning a brain with
sufficient detail to download it may sound daunting, but so did the human genome scan.’ Ray Kurzwell,
‘Fine Living in Virtual Reality’ in Peter J. Denning Ed., The Invisible Future: the seamless integration of
technology into everyday life, McGraw Hill, 2002, p210. For discussion see Katherine Hayles, How We
Became Posthuman: Virtual Bodies in Cybernetics, Literature and Informatics, U Chicago P, 1999,
http://www.press.uchicago.edu/Misc/Chicago/321460.html. [DL 11.8.2001] Terrence Deacon argues,
‘The metaphor [mind as computer] of course can only be taken so far, and this I think is where we run
into trouble. Genes do not download software into neurones; genes sculpt the nervous system in a very,
very indirect way, and the more we know about the development of the nervous system, the more we
realise how incredibly much the environmental context is playing a role in that sculpting process, how
different parts of the brain are dependent upon other parts and how the development of one part
influences other parts, in a very complex system.’ ‘The Descent of Man Episode 3: Is Anyone in There?’
The Science Show, ABC Radio National 2000, Produced by Tom Morton. Ray Kurzweil predicts that by
2040, fourth-generation robots will have human capabilities; and by 2099, human thinking and machine
intelligence will have merged, with no meaningful distinction left between humans and computers. Ray
Kurzweil, The Age of Spiritual Machines: When Computers Exceed Human Intelligence, New York:
Penguin, 1999, p280. Mary Midgley warns of speculative fiction writers like J.D. Bernal or Freeman
Dyson, who fantasise about a disembodied human future exploring space and thinking cosmic thoughts.
She finds it not only an inhuman vision of evolution but that such fantasies divert us the problems of
living on Earth. Mary Midgley, Myths We Live By, Routlege, 2003. Val Plumwood ends Environmental
culture: the ecological crisis of reason, London: Routledge, 2002 with: ‘When we have learnt the true
nature of our being as earth dependant and have learnt both to cherish the earth and to go beyond it
without damage, it may be time for us to try to leave for the stars – but not before.’ p240.
16
Hubert Dreyfus argued that contemporary artificial intelligence relied on an unjustified belief that the
mind functions like a computer using symbolic manipulations. Hubert Dreyfus What Computers Still
Can't Do: A Critique of Artificial Reason. Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 1992, p163ff.
17
Though this argument is weakening. Lenoir notes, ‘Given the physical limitations to etching the
circuitry required in silicon below 0.1 microns, in the late 1990s it seemed that processing power would
be stalled at 100,000 MIPS (a MIP is one million instructions per second), whereas emulating the human
brain would require a processing power of 100 million MIPS.’ p207-8. But since then Leonard Adelman
pioneered bio-molecular computing in 1994 with a demonstration that a DNA computer could be built.
Tom Knight of the MIT Artificial Intelligence Laboratory and Ron Weiss of Princeton have worked on
implementing digital circuits in DNA and inserting them into biological cells and there are single-electron
transistors, quantum dots and quantum computing. See commentary by Tim Lenoir, ‘Makeover: Writing
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the Body into the Posthuman Technoscape, Part One: Embracing the Posthuman’, Configurations, 10.2
2002, p207-208.
18
Hubert Dreyfus, What Computers Can't Do (1972; rev. ed., New York: Harper and Row, 1979); Roger
Penrose, The Emperor's New Mind: Concerning Computers, Minds, and the Laws of Physics (OUP,
1989); Hubert Dreyfus, What Computers Still Can't Do (Cambridge, Mass.: MIT Press, 1992). Danny
Hillis, designer of the world's fastest computer, the Connection Machine, argues the brain is a kind of
computer, and that thought is a complex computation but argues we may never be able to understand and
map natural intelligence into a wiring diagram. He asserts that intelligence is really an emergent
phenomenon, a complex behavior that self-organizes as a consequence of billions of tiny local
interactions and thus a different intelligence will emerge from computers. Danny Hillis, The Pattern on
the Stone, New York: Basic Books, 1998, p75-76. See comments by Tim Lenoir, 2002, p206.
19
Antonio Damasio, Descartes' Error: Emotion, Reason, and the Human Brain, New York: Putnam,
1994; The Feeling of What Happens: Body and Emotion in the Making of Consciousness, New York:
Harcourt Brace, 1999; Francisco J. Varela, Evan Thompson, and Eleanor Rosch, The Embodied Mind:
Cognitive Science and Human Experience, Cambridge, Mass.: MIT Press, 1991
20
George Lakoff, Women, Fire and Dangerous Things: What Categories Reveal about the Mind,
Chicago: U of Chicago P, 1989; Mark Johnson, The Body in the Mind: The Bodily Basis of Imagination,
Reason, and Meaning, Chicago: U of Chicago P, 1987.
21
Rodney Brooks, Flesh and Machines: How Robots Will Change Us, New York: Pantheon, 2002.
22
Hubert Dreyfus, 1972. Terry Winograd points out that ‘Such approaches work for the cases that
programmers anticipate, but of course are subject to the infinite regress of trying to decontextualize
context. The new terms or rules themselves depend on interpretation that is not represented in the
system.’ ‘Thinking machines: Can there be? Are we?’ Reprinted in D. Partridge and Y. Wilks, The
Foundations of Artificial Intelligence, Cambridge: Cambridge Univ. Press, 1990, p180. Originally in
James Sheehan and Morton Sosna, Eds., The Boundaries of Humanity: Humans, Animals, Machines,
Berkeley: U of California P, 1991, p198-223.
23
Roy Harris, The Language Myth, Duckworth, 1981, p153. As Roy Harris points out, ‘the fact is quite
simply that the languages used in everyday life are not enormously blown-up logistic systems. On the
contrary, logistic systems are drastically cut-down versions of everyday languages.’ p76. Specifying rules
for determining context has proven formidably complex; even the most advanced computers have
difficulty parsing a sentence such as ‘When the police came, John put the pot in the dishwasher’... Surely
Hubert L. Dreyfus is correct in pointing out that an important way in which humans establish a sense of
context is through embodied experience. We know the appropriate contexts because we move and act in
the world.’ N. Katherine Hayles, ‘the embodiment of meaning’, SEHR, vol4:1: Bridging the Gap,
Updated 8 April 1995. Indexicals and deictical terms are hardest for children (and computers) to use
effectively because being alert and knowledgeable about the world is necessary. Indexical words like I,
here, now, next, tomorrow, afterwards, this are those that index’ or more plainly point to a part of the
situation in which communication is being conducted. (the linguistics literature, the term deixis is often
used instead of indexicality). They are not merely context-sensitive; they are completely contextdependent. Words like I or now, for instance, can only be interpreted in the context of their use.
Surprisingly, all words can be seen as at least partially indexical. See KJ. Barwise, & J. Perry, Situations
and attitudes, MIT Press, 1983.
24
He argues (without careful consideration of the research on the ‘oral/literate divide – Appendix 5) that
the thinking of children and that of ancient peoples (and poets no doubt) exhibit, he argues, thinking
patterns that ‘low-focus thought’ (dreamlike, metaphoric, and not logic bound). David Hillel Gelernter,
The Muse in the Machine The Muse in the Machine, (1994) Harper Collins, 1997.
25
M. Peschl & A. Riegler point out that ‘connectionist cognitive science has almost lost itself in
(technical) details, such as learning factors, minimal adjustments, and optimisations in learning
algorithms or activation functions... . these [are] technical ‘micro-problems’, it seems to have failed to
address the really interesting, pressing, qualitative, and ‘big’ questions about cognition.’ ‘Does
Representation Need Reality?’ in A Riegler, M. Peschl, & A. von Stein, Eds., Understanding
Representation in the Cognitive Sciences, New York: Kluwer Academic/ Plenum Publishers, 1999, p11.
26
Dewey valued embodied experience and attacked the Wests’s Platonic Cartesian inheritance. As a
result, ‘Men are afraid, without even being aware of their fear, to recognize the most wonderful of all the
structures of the vast universe - the human body. They have been led to think that a serious notice and
regard would somehow involve disloyalty to man's higher life.’ Dewey, MW 11: 350-352. ‘Introduction
to posture therapist Fredrick Matthias Alexander's Man's Supreme Inheritance’, (Dewey was a
practitioner of the Alexander Technique).
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27

Varela suggests that Husserl’s philosophy is useful for its insights about what kind of phenomena are to
be investigated, as well as to provide methodological and conceptual tools. Owen & Morris call Husserl
an ‘arch-anti-naturalist’ whose work should have no ‘circulation with natural sciences of any kind at all.’
F. Varela, & J. Shear, Eds., The View From Within, Imprint Academic, 1999, p272. Merleau Ponty is a
more useful philosopher for exploring embodiment. He talks of ‘embodied perception’ refusing to limit
perception to the senses. Though Husserl did pave the way, asking, 'How does our subjective experience
enable us to recognise the reality of other selves, other experiencing beings? The solution seemed to
implicate the body... The gestures and expressions of these other bodies, viewed from without, echo and
resonate one's own bodily movements ands gestures, experienced from within. By associative 'empathy',
the embodied subject comes to recognise these other bodies as other centres of experience, other subjects.'
Husserl, Cartesian Meditations: An introduction to phenomenology, (1929) Trans. Dorion Cairns,
Martinus Nijhoff, 1960. Quoted David Abram, The Spell of the Sensuous, (1996), Vintage Books, 1997,
p37.
28
Jean Piaget suggested infants have a basic general learning device which experience structures, that
even speech arises from general sensorimotor kills being used to explore an environment. In this way
Annette Karmiloff-Smith views it similar to the behaviourist view of babies born as tabula rasa. Beyond
modularity: a Developmental Perspective on Cognitive Science, MIT, 1992, p7.
29
Tim Ingold’s body of work has greatly influenced this thesis.
30
Edward Reed, ‘James Gibson’s ecological approach to cognition’ in Cognitive Psychology in Question,
A Costall & A. Still, Eds., Harvester P, 1987, p144-5.
31
Edward S. Reed & James J. Gibson, The Psychology of Perception, New Haven: Yale UP, 1988.
32
JG Ballard writes, ‘Just as the sleeping mind extemporises a narrative form of the random memories
veering though the cortical night, so our waking imaginations are stitching together a set of narratives to
give meaning to the random events that swerve through our conscious loves. A roadside billboard
advertising something or other, to TV programmes or news magazines or the radio or in-flight movies, or
what have you.’ Jeremy Lewis, ‘An interview with J.G. Ballard’ Mississippi Review, 20:1-2. 1991, p31.
33
Which Rajchman characterises as, ‘bits of experience that can’t be fit into a nice narrative unity, and so
must be combined or put together in another way.’ John Rajchman, The Deleuze Connection, MIT Press,
2000, p85.
34
‘An interview/dialogue with Albert Borgmann and N. Katherine Hayles on humans and machines’
http://www.press.uchicago.edu/Misc/Chicago/borghayl.html. [DL 7.2.2001]
35
Gerald Edelman & Giuilio Tononi, Consciousness: How Matter Becomes Imagination, London:
Penguin, 2001, p26.
36
Israel Rosenfield, 1992, p6.
37
Susan Greenfield calculates it would take 32 million years to count each connection per second.
Late Night Live, ABC Radio National, 17.5.2001. LeDoux notes, ‘Only a few neural links separate any
particular set of neurons in the brain from most others. As a result, it is sometimes said that figuring out
connections between brain areas is a waste of time.’ (He disagrees). 1998, p138.
38
TNGS is based on: Developmental selection - DNA sets constraints on brain formation but does not
provide instructions on the topobiological patterning, even in monozygotic twins, patterning very
different, Also the wiring patterns is constantly changing. Experiential selection - actual synaptic
connections become established through bio-chemical reinforcement. Re-entrant mapping – is the
interaction between patterns or ‘brain maps.’ Edelman, 1992, p83-85.
39
These local environments consist of the play and activity of neurons, which generate millisecond-long
impulses shunting down a neuron’s axon from its root (at the cell body) to its terminal. If the axon
branches (they often do), then the impulse travels down both branches. When the spike reaches the
synaptic terminals it causes neurotransmitters to be released into the synapse where they then flow to
post-synaptic neurons, each neuron is connected to thousands of other neurons, the net effect is dazzling
complexity of many-to-many connections, and the hormonal and emotional electro-chemical background.
40
Brains are plastic. John Skoyles details how the neural maps of amputees shift as the brain adapts to its
loss, neighbouring parts of the brain invade areas no longer receiving stimulation. Thus parts of the brain
that would have had worked with writing develop sensing the face. Jarred Diamond, at an anthropological
scale, argues in The rise and fall of the third chimpanzee: the evolution and future of the human
animal (Perennial, 1992) that it is not tool use that makes homo sapiens such a unique species in the
animal world but this plasticity of the brain. He uses the notion of cognitive fluidity looking at history
earlier than the Neolithic period. John R. Skoyles, Chapter2, ‘ A new physics for the brain -- and the
mind’, http://www.skoyles.greatxscape.net/. [DL 22.6.2000] People are born with a club hand of fused,
`webbed', shortened fingers, syndactyly have fused neurons connections. In their brains, the maps of their
individual fingers also form a `club' hand. Paul and Patricia Churchland have found that many structures
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in the brain are topographically mapped, relations of cells at one site are mirrored in the arrangement of
cells at other locations. ‘One of the most promising and puzzling discoveries about the organisation of
nervous systems is that many structures abide by a principle of topographic mapping, whereby
neighborhood relations of cells at one periphery are preserved in the arrangement of cells at other
locations in the projection system. If we think of the neurons at the sensory periphery as forming a
receptor sheet, then deformed versions of that sheet are represented in a large number of CNS [Central
Nervous System] regions. Whatever the functional principle served, it must be served successfully, since
wide areas of the cerebral cortex as well as other structures abound in such maps, and new research is
turning up more all the time. Patricia Churchland, Neurophilosophy, 1986, p119-120.
41
Connectionism is the notion - also known as artificial neural networks or parallel distributed processing
models - that complex cognitive operations can be carried out by simple, neuron-like elements assembled
into networks of weighted connections. Vast amounts of information on the workings of the brain have
come from MRI and PET scans and DNA probes, computer models, and even microelectrode recordings
from individual neurons. We still have no idea how our brains make us think, the mystery of
consciousness or sense of self and we still think of the mind as primarily an information processing
device, rather than as a generator of culture, a playful emotional embodied. The basic connectionist claim
is human cognition (perception, memory, concept use, explanation, and reasoning) can be successfully
modelled by means of connectionist networks (also called neural or parallel processing networks). Weak
connectionism suggests networks as models of cognitive behaviour. Strong suggests networks describe
features of the working brain and hence one can speak of neural networks and a neuro-computational
approach. Paul Chuchland announced it as revolutionary in A Neurocomputational Perspective, MIT,
1989. Others take a more pluralistic approach, eg. W. Bechtel & Abrahamsen, Connectionism and the
Mind: An Introduction to Parallel Processing in Networks, Oxford, UK: Basil Blackwell, 1991. However,
such an approach is reductive in terms of phenomenology and fails to account for the ecology of
development. Hendriks-Jansen argues that connectionist models have failed to provide such a theory, and
that all that connectionism has been able to come up with to date ‘are redescriptions of the symbolic level
it purports to replace. Horst Hendriks-Jansen, Catching Ourselves in the Act, MIT Press, 1996. Hans
Radder writes, ‘[C]onnectionist networks do not possess genuine perceptual capabilities. They are able to
make successful observations because they are embedded in human, material and social practices.’ Hans
Radder, ‘Conceptual and Connectionist Analyses of Observation: a Critical Evaluation’, Studies in the
History and Philosophy of Science, Vol 30:3, p475. Daniel Dennett in his ambitiously titled,
Consciousness Explained, Little Brown, 1991, gives an evolutionary argument. He contends that software
transforms hardware of the brain into virtual machines that perform various tasks. (p211) Human
consciousness is the product of these hardware software interactions. (p218) He argues that consciousness
is not a unitary process but a distributed one (the multiple drafts model). There is no central place in the
brain/mind of consciousness, the fallacy of the ‘Cartesian Theatre.’ Connectionism presumes the
fundamental cognitive activity is pattern recognition and completion. The core to the problem is how an
an organism is ‘conscious’ if conscious of what it is to be that organism, and what it is to be in that
mental state of awareness. Philosophers use terms like ‘phenomenal consciousness’ and ‘qualia’ or
‘conscious experience’, or simply experience. See David J. Chalmers, ‘Facing Up to the Problem of
Consciousness’, Journal of Consciousness Studies in 1995.
http://www.u.arizona.edu/~chalmers/papers/facing.html. [DL 29.3.2000] In his recent book, Associative
Engines, Andy Clark attempts a philosophical defence of Connectionism, suggesting, ‘Instead of
encoding knowledge about a domain X, a net might, for instance, start with the knowledge about how to
learn about domain X, given the kinds of input nature will provide.’ Andy Clark, Associative Engines,
MIT Press, 2003, p183. Such insights (and his work on cognitive scaffolding - see the following
Chapters) leads him to the conclusion, ‘The upshot is that we can now begin to explore a variety of ways
in which knowledge may be partially innate.’ p187.
42
‘Each brain has uniquely marked in it the consequences of a developmental history and an experiential
history. The individual variability that ensues is not just noise or error... It is an essential element
governing the ability of the brain to match unforeseeable patterns that might arise in the future.’ Gerald
Edelman, 1998, p42. His contribution to a Darwinian account of consciousness is his theory of neural
group selection. He believes our brains derive from two different intracerebral evolutionary processes,
one a developmental process involving Darwinian competition between populations of neurons only
partially constrained by genetics, and the other a learning process accomplished by a swifter, less
permanent, selectional process that strengthens or weakens neuronal connections temporarily via 'reentrant' reverberations between 'maps' of neuronal groups organised through the first selectional process.
Computer simulations of these processes demonstrate the capacity of such systems to exhibit uninstructed
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learning of simple cognitive competences, tracking a moving light source or learning to categorise visible
shapes and textures.
43
Varela, Thomson and Rosch, 1991, p173. From their autopoeitic position, ‘perception is not simply
embedded within and constrained by the surrounding world; it also contributes to the enactment of this
surrounding world.’ The term was first proposed by Gilbert Ryle, The Concept of Mind, London:
Hutchinson, 1949. He challenged the Cartesian myth of mind/body separation and introduces the
important distinction between ‘knowing how’ and ‘knowing that’.
44
See Edelman and Tononi, 1994. See also Gerald Edelman, 1987.
45
Abner Shimony, ‘One source of richness is the simultaneous involvement of several sense. Another is
the array of ‘higher order variables of stimulus’’, such as spatial and temporal gradients, which are
capable of conveying decisive information. Finally, in ordinary situations there are usually opportunities
for exploration, by motion of the organism as a whole or by movements of the eyes, hands, and head, for
the purpose of bringing small cues into prominence and achieving new perspectives.’ Abner Shimony, ‘Is
Observation Theory-Laden? A Problem in Naturalistic Epistemology’ in R.G. Colodny, Ed. Logic, Laws,
and Life, Pittsburgh UP, 1977, p196.
46
Varela, Thompson, and Rosch, 1991. They use the term enactive ‘to emphasise the growing conviction
that cognition is not the representation of a pregiven world by a pregiven mind, but is rather the
enactment of a world and a mind on the basis of a history of the variety of actions that a being in the
world performs.’
47
Emergence is typically referred to as Connectionism, ‘This name is derived from the idea that many
cognitive tasks (such as vision and memory) seem to be handled best by systems made up of many simple
components, which, when connected by the appropriate rules, give rise to global behaviours.’
48
‘Within the context of evolutionary change, they situate cognition as embodied action in ‘histories that
are lived, much like paths that exist only as they are laid down in walking. Consequently, cognition is no
longer seen as problem solving on the basis of representations; instead, cognition in its most
encompassing sense consists in the enactment or bringing forth of a world by a viable history of structural
coupling.’ Varela, Thompson, and Rosch, 1991, p174. A concrete example is visual perception. They
point out that, ‘The standard information-processing description (still found in textbooks and popular
accounts) is that information enters through the eyes and is relayed sequentially through the thalamus {in
the lateral geniculate nucleus (LGN) to the visual cortex... the LGN is embedded in the brain network. It
is evident that 80 percent of what any LGN cell listens to comes not from the retina, but from the dense
interconnectedness of other regions of the brain.’ Francisco Varela and Herbert Maturana use Buddha and
Merleau Ponty in an argument that cognitive science should take into account forms of consciousness in
meditative states. H. Maturana & F. Varela, The Tree of Knowledge: The Biological Roots of Human
Understanding, Shambala, 1992. In the late seventies, Varela taught at the summer Science Program of
the Naropa Institute in Boulder, Colorado. I would add creative states.
49
Varela, Thompson, and Rosch, 1991, p173.
50
Varela, Thompson, and Rosch, 1991, p110, 198.
51
The semantic root of conversation is ‘to keep company with’. In other words, a conversation is the
complex interaction of a living community.
52
Horst Hendriks-Jansen, Catching Ourselves in the Act, MIT Press, 1996
53
‘Re-entry’ is a large numbers of neurons interacting ‘rapidly and reciprocally’, a continuous give and
take throughout the brain, which does not fit the brain is computer metaphor. It is offered as a partial
explanation of consciousness and memory, which occur throughout the brain, not one specific area.
Memory is not a content, located specifically but a re-entrant strengthening of synaptic connections,
which by reinforcement during the re-telling can reach the level of long-term potentiation (LTP) that
would create what we call permanent memories.
54
See W.J. Clancey, 1991.
55
Wiener called Gibbs's deviations from linear thinking, ‘the first great revolution of twentieth century
physics.’ If the world is probabilistic, we don’t encounter ‘a specific, real universe as a whole but ask
instead questions which may find their answers in a large number of similar universes. Norbert Wiener,
preface to The Human Use of Human Beings: Cybernetics and Society, p18-19, ‘Gibbs' innovation was to
consider not one world, but all the worlds which are possible answers to a limited set of questions
concerning our environment. His central notion concerned the extent to which answers that we may give
to questions about one set of worlds are probable among a larger set of worlds.’ p20. I argue in the thesis
for commitment to the earth, and its cultural, bio, diversity, not angels, not parallel worlds mathematically
constructed. Norbert Wiener stated: ‘It is my thesis that the physical functioning of the living individual
and the operation of some of the newer communication machines are precisely parallel in their analogous
attempts to control entropy through feedback... In both of them, their performed action on the outer world,
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and not merely their intended action, is reported back to the central regulatory apparatus.’ Norbert
Wiener, The Human Use of Human Beings: Cybernetics and Society, (1950) Sphere Books, Great Britain,
1968, p26.
56
H. Maturana & Francis Varela, Autopoiesis and Cognition: The Realization of the Living, Reidel, 1980.
They have been followed by G. Kampis, Self-Modifying Systems in Biology & Cognitive Science: A New
Framework for Dynamics, Information & Complexity, Pergamon Press, 1991. N. Luhmann, Social
Systems, Bednarz, J & Baecker, D, (trans), Stanford UP, 1995. J. Mingers, Self-Producing Systems –
Implications and Applications of Autopoiesis, Plenum Press, 1995.
57
Humberto Maturana and Francisco Varela, Autopoiesis and Cognition, Dordrecht: D. Reidel, 1980,
p135. The cosmologist Paul Davies opens up this area to god (or ‘there is ‘something going on’ behind it
all’), ‘Quite generally matter and energy in far-from-equilibrium open systems have a propensity to seek
out higher and higher levels of organisation and complexity.’ The Cosmic Blueprint, 1987, p119.
58
N. Katherine Hayles explains, ‘The environment merely ‘triggers’ changes determined by the system's
own structural properties. Thus the centre of interest for autopoiesis shifts from the cybernetics of the
observed system to the cybernetics of the observer.’ N. Katherine Hayles, How We Became Posthuman:
Virtual Bodies in Cybernetics, Literature and Informatics, U Chicago P, 1999, p11.
59
There is self-creation - the notion that a given system's origin is somehow determined by its character
or the specific circumstances in which it occurs; self-configuration - the notion that a given system
actively determines the arrangement of its constituent parts; self-regulation - the notion that a given
system actively controls the course of its internal transformations, typically with respect to one or more
parameters; self-steering - the notion that a given system actively controls its course of activity within
some external environment or a general set of possible states; self-maintenance - the notion that a given
system actively preserves itself, its form, and / or its functional status over time; self-(re-)production - the
notion that a given system generates itself anew or produces other systems identical to itself; selfreference - the notion that the significance of a given system's character or behaviour is meaningful only
with respect to itself. See Randall Whitaker’s overview, suggests that Varela et al argue that cognition is,
‘The emergence of global states in a network of simple components [That work]... through local rules for
individual operation and rules for changes in the connectivity among the elements.’ ‘Self-Organization,
Autopoiesis, and Enterprises’, 1995, http://www.acm.org/sigois/auto/ATReview.html .[DL22.1.2002]
60
It is clear that the universe is not a mechanical clockwork machine running towards maximum entropy.
Stephen Kellert argues that chaos theory combined with quantum mechanics permits very limited, local
and weak forms of determinism. He defines chaos as ‘the qualitative study of unstable aperiodic
behaviour in deterministic nonlinear dynamical systems.’ In the Wake of Chaos, U of Chicago P, 1993.
Simon Penny links Complexity to Autopoiesis and to art, ‘The new theories of Complexity, Artificial
Life, Autonomous Agents and Autopoiesis offer possibilities for which the term 'interactive' art becomes
inadequate: [for] works which generate (emergent) behaviour not explicitly programmed into them;
works that evolve over time according to simulated genetic processes; and works which are functioning
ecologies or communities of synthetic agents which go one behaving, whether or not a person is
observing or interacting.’ Per Bak attempts to demonstrate that unrelated phenomena (eg. Raup’s data on
extinctions and Mandelbrot’s analysis of commodity prices) all have similar behaviours, evidence that we
should look for underlying general laws. He uses a children’s sand pile as an example of Complexity
theory. ‘In the beginning, the pile is flat, and the individual grains remain close to where they land. Their
motion can be understood in terms of their physical properties. As the process continues, the pile becomes
steeper, and there will be little sand slides. As times goes on, the sand slides become bigger and bigger.
Eventually, some of the sand slides may even span all or most of the pile. At that point, the system is far
out of balance, and its behaviour can no longer be understood in terms of the behaviour of the individual
grains. The avalanches form a dynamic of their own which can be understood only from a holistic
description of the properties of the entire pile rather than from a reductionist description of individual
grains: the sandpile is a complex system.’ Per Bak, How Nature Works: The Science of Self-Organized
Complexity, New York: Springer, 1996, p2. Kauffman suggests it extends Darwin's theory of evolution by
natural selection, by suggesting that self-organised systems (autocatalytic sets) augment selection and
chance as the motor of evolution. Stuart Kauffman, At Home in the Universe: The Search for the Laws of
Self-Organization and Complexity, OUP, 1995. ‘We stand in the need of a new conceptual framework
that allow us to understand an evolutionary process in which self-organization, selection and historical
accident find their natural places with one another.’ p150. He even thinks that this new science will show
that ecosystems, economic systems, and even cultural systems may all evolve according to similar general
laws and that through this, ‘we may recover our sense of worth, our sense of the sacred.’ These novel
scientific ideas provide ‘a new way to think about origins, evolution, and the profound naturalness of life
and its myriad patterns of unfolding.’ p4-5. He thinks of life as molecules catalysing each other’s
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formation and each with the capacity to catalyse some reaction. With enough variety, the computerised
model demonstrates that the mixture enables a new phenomenon to emerge: a self-preserving network of
organic molecules and their interactions, with reactions being catalysed by reaction products of the
network itself, a stable whole. It is a revolutionary theory of the origin of life from a random mixture of
chemicals without DNA or mechanism of natural selection. Recently Stuart Kaufman has developed an
ecological sense of systems, and uses a more the concept of an autonomous agent (‘a self-reproducing
system able to perform at least one thermodynamic work cycle',). He stresses that a biological call is not a
closed autopoietic systems but actively interacting with its environment, while maintaining self-identity
until death. Stuart Kauffman, Investigations, OUP, 2000, p4. Autopoiesis is closely related to the notion
of collective autocatalysis but he fails to contrast the two. One view of autopoiesis is collective
autocatalysis reciprocally and necessarily coupled with individuation. Barry McMullin, `Some Remarks
on Autocatalysis and Autopoiesis', Annals of the New York Academy of Sciences, 901, 2000, p163-174.
See Barry McMullin, ‘An Intriguing Journey: A Review of Investigations by Stuart Kauffman’,
Complexity, Vol 6:4, 2001, p22-23. This might be a useful change in emphasis that ties in with human
embodied, social and cultural practices. This new model, informed more by biological analogies than by
the poststructuralist 'linguistic turn' is what I call the Burnham/Cezanne postulate, a neo-modernist move
in which the interacting system artwork manifests "harmony parallel to nature". He refers to Jack
Burnham’s Systems Aesthetics (1968), a radical text offering a new approach to installation and event art,
arguing for an aesthetic sensibility derived from and consistent with systems theory. Simon Penny,
‘Moore's Law, Systems Theory and the Aesthetics of Interactive Art’, Astrolabe, 1988.
http://www.cgrg.ohio-state.edu/Astrolabe/journal/inaugural/penny.html. [DL 16.5.2000] On the other
hand, Stephen Kellert suggests that quantum mechanics, Chaos and Complexity theory suggest that we
cannot always predict behaviour. This changes the emphasis of science away from micro-reductionism to
encouraging experimental approaches and diachronic perspectives - and epistemological - favouring
qualitative over quantitative prediction, geometric structures over causal mechanisms, and the search for
order over the search for laws. Stephen H. Kellert , In the Wake of Chaos, The U of Chicago P, 1993.
Joseph Needham pointed out that the concept 'natural law' is absent from both traditional Chinese science
and culture. The Great Titration: Science and Society in East and West, London: Unwin & Allen, 1969.
61
Varela, 1981, p15.
62
Douglas R. Douglas R. Hofstadter, Gödel, Escher, Bach: An Eternal Golden Braid (1980); New York,
1983, p709. This an ecological, cybernetic approach which Leonard Scigaj enlists for defining an
ecological poetry. (See appendix 24).
63
Norbert Wiener, The Human Use of Human Beings: Cybernetics and Society, (1950) Sphere Books,
Great Britain, 1968, p107.
64
Andy Clark, Being There, Cambridge, MA, MIT Press, 1997, p68.
65
Process philosophy uses Whitehead, Heidegger and more recent cybernetic concepts, Garre produces a
‘process metaphysics' from Heidegger and Whitehead, Russian `tektologist' Bogdanov and bio-regionalist
Jim Cheney. He stresses an environmental philophy requires the concept of ‘becoming' rather than `being'
(Dasein). Arran E. Gare, Postmodernism and the Environmental Crisis, London and New York:
Routledge, 1995. Whitehead supposed: ‘a philosophy of nature as organic must start at the opposite end
to that requisite for a materialistic philosophy. The materialistic starting point is from independently
existing substances, matter and mind’; whereas ‘the organic starting point is from the analysis of process
as the realisation of events disposed in an interlocked community. The event is the unit of things real.’
Science and the Modern World, Macmillan, 1946, p218-9.
66
Fritjof Capra, ‘Deep Ecology: A New Paradigm’ in Deep Ecology For the 21st Century: Readings on
the Philosophy and Practice of the New Environmentalism, Ed., George Sessions, Boston: Shambhala,
1995, p24. The theories Capra discusses have affinities with Pierre Teilhard de Chardin's notion of
cosmogenesis. Chardin’s concept of ‘noosphere’ is modelled on the notion of the biosphere
67
Ulmer in Joseph Tabbi, ‘A Project for a New Consultancy’ interview with Gregory Ulmer’, Jan 1996,
http://www.altx.com. [DL 34.8.1999] Ulmer notes, ‘The original draft of Applied Grammatology
included a chapter on cognitive psychology and systems theory. I threw it out because I realized those
approaches were too rationalist, too tied to the traditions of the philosophies of consciousness in their
epistemologies, to be useful for post-pedagogy. General Systems theory has much in common with
structuralism: very useful, but in need of the post.’ Or the poet!
68
Ranging from the study of human infra-action to (inter-)action in various fields, such as, information
technology, Winograd and Flores (1986) and the social - Ulrich & GB Probst Eds., Self-Organization
and Management of Social Systems, Berlin: 1984. A complex adaptive system has the following
features: many simple parts connected; complexity arises from interaction; organisation arises from
interaction; it is non-linear; system is self organizing; system has experience; it develops schema; and
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these are compressed, not detailed as experience. Mark Turner, Cognitive Dimensions of Social Science,
OUP, 2001 Mark Turner based on Gell-Mann, 1993, p157. He sees social systems as primarily in
linguistic (consensual) domains emergent from the specific interactions of participants and varying
greatly accordingly. The social system influences individual participants through affordances for and
regularities in their interactivity, and this influence feeds back through the participants' ongoing
interactions through the range of systems and processes. H. Maturana, ‘Biology of Language: The
Epistemology of Reality’, in George A. Miller, and Elizabeth Lenneberg Eds., Psychology and Biology of
Language and Thought: Essays in Honor of Eric Lenneberg, New York: Academic Press, 1978, p27-63.
He views language as a venue for action, coupling the cognitive domains of two or more actors, thus his
use of the term ‘languaging’ (the act) rather than ‘language' (a symbolic schema).
69
In the interactions a 'receiver' adopts a state determined by the state of the 'sender' as projected via the
'message', Maturana cites as, ‘a denotative system of symbolic communication, consisting of words that
denote entities regardless of the domain in which these entities may exist.' H. Maturana, 1978, p50. Thus
he argues, ‘The 'universal grammar' of which linguists speak as the necessary set of underlying rules
common to all human natural languages can refer only to the universality of the process of recursive
structural coupling.' p52. Randall Whitaker characterises it as a structural coupling and notes that, ‘By
disengaging interaction from lexical reference and grammatical performance, the autopoietic model
implicitly allows for all manner of non-verbal or extra-verbal signalling - a scope more akin to semiotics
than mainstream linguistics.’ The context for signification (determination of meaning) is unified with the
context of the interaction and 'grounds' context in the individual's experience (combining both senses of
'context', determinant of linguistic 'meaning'; and relevant situational background. The primary function
of linguistic interaction is the mutual orientation of the conversants within the consensual domain realized
by their interactivity. Communication becomes a matter of mutual orientation -- primarily with respect to
each other's behavior, and secondarily (only via the primary orientation) with respect to some subject.
Randall Whitaker, 1995. Yet Varela has a still wider view as a student of Chogyam Trungpa Rinpoche,
and Buddhist meditation practitioner he relates Buddhism to cognitive science. See J. Hayward and F.
Varela, Eds., Gentle Bridges: Dialogues between the Cognitive Sciences and the Buddhist Tradition,
Shambhala Publishers, Boston, 1992; and Varela, F. (1999) ‘Steps to a science of Interbeing: Unfolding
the Dharma implicit in modern, Cognitive Science’, in S.Bachelor, G.Claxton and G.Watson, Eds., The
Psychology of Awakening: Buddhism, Science and Our Day to Day Lives, Rider/Randon House, 1999,
p71-89. Eastern thinking is synergetic with autopoiesis, as Nishida Kitaro says, ‘We are created and
creating.’ Nishida Kitaro, Last Writings: Nothingness and Religious Worldview, trans. D. Dilworth, U of
Hawaii P, 1993, p98.
70
Niklas Luhmann has worked on the evolution of complexity in autopoeietic systems which are, ‘subject
to quick and abrupt change when the conditions of their operative and structural linkage with the required
environmental change, or in our case, when communication’s formation of the mind creates new
possibilities for itself.’ Though treats social systems in terms of 'communications', is its operations and
processes, the human participants are redundant. ‘How can the mind . . .’ p377. Luhmann, Social
Systems, J Bednarz & D. Baecker, trans. Palo Alto: Stanford UP, 1995.
71
Shelley, §6 Poetry, in a general sense, may be defined to be ‘the expression of the Imagination:’ and
Poetry is connate with the origin of man.’ I seek a wider definition in Chapter 3.
72
Friedrich Kittler, Discourse Networks: 1800/1900, Trans. Michael Metteer with Chris Cullens.
Stanford: Stanford UP, 1990, p246.
73
Raymond Williams, The Long Revolution, (1961), Hogarth, 1992, p23.
74
In Ion, nous is mentioned most directly in the explanatory metaphor of the magnet-stone (Ion 534b3-6).
75
In fact, the arguments about numbers and whether they have a timeless existence independent of human
minds, or are socially constructed, are ongoing See for example, Jean-Pierre Changeux and Alain Connes
Conversations on Mind, Matter, and Mathematics, Ed., & trans. M. B. DeBevoise, Princeton UP, 1995.
76
Plato claims the structure of the soul to be threefold (Republic, IV, 436a-441d): Part body, to the
material dimension of being with feelings. Plato calls this the ‘desiring’ part, the epithumiai. Part mind in
some relation to the ‘reality’ of the Forms. Plato calls this aspect the logos. Part freewill, though Plato did
not think in these terms. It is the part that chooses which of the above to pursue. Plato calls this aspect the
thumos, (fighting’ part). If only he had realised that the world does not exist as universals, but only
particulars. It is language that categorises and collects units into classes.
77
Plato’s notion of man is found within a long monologue by Timaeus that he himself calls a "myth"
(Timaeus, 29d). There are three forms of man: The ‘form’ of matter, a man as matter, a mathematical
model based on triangles. The ‘biological form’, a pattern drawn by lesser gods to host the divine soul
handed over by the demiourgos. The ‘form’ of his soul, becoming and being, bridging the visible and the
intelligible, whose making by the demiourgos is described at length. At the beginning of the Republic,

A New Defence of Poetry - and New Possibilities from Hypertext to Ecopoetry

38

Gyges, ‘earthly’ man searches for himself inside matter in a cave. but finds only a dead body. (Republic,
II, 359c-360b).
78
Epithumetikon consisted of base appetites such as lust and hunger which inhabited the lower body.
Nobler passions thumoeides, beat in the breast while the highest part of the mind, reason logistikon,
occupied the head.
79
E. R. Dodds, The Greeks and the Irrational, U of California P, 1963. B. Simon, The Classical Roots of
Modern Psychiatry, Cornell UP, 1978. Plotinus, St Augustine and Aquinas reworked the Platonic themes.
M. Haren, Medieval Thought, Macmillan, 1985. Rom Harré, Personal Being, Basil Blackwell, 1983.
80
Galen is the father of neuroscience, and his huge body of writings are 1/8 of all that survive in
antiquity; his work is not equalled till Thomas Willis 15 centuries later in the 17th C who first looked at
the materiality of the brain itself. Galen was in debt to Aristotle for his research methodology. Galen
hypothesised pneuma, known as animal spirit in medieval times that fires the mind. He thought dryness
helped intelligence, and that the soul was ruled by body, as exemplified by madness.
81
‘[J]ust as man, and even the Papuan, represents a new stage in animality in contrast to animals, so
philosophical reason represents a new stage in humanity and its reason.’ Husserl quoted by Jacques
Derrida, Origins of Geometry, Trans. J. Leaver Jnr. Harvester Press, 1978, p162. Derrida attacks this
notion and Husserl’s use of the spiritual to divide man from animals, because that dichotomy then opens
up others such as authentic/inauthentic. On this basis he claims Husserl’s philosophical ‘crime’ worse
than Heidegger’s Nazi sympathy. p162f.
82
G. Fichte, The Science of Rights (1796) Trans. A.E. Kroeger (1889) Harper & Row, 1970, p118-9.
83
Hegel and Schelling also saw philosophy as expressing the active nature of man, as embedded in the
world with its objects aspects of our subjectivities and part of our energy to change the conditions in
which we live materially and socially. This influenced Marx and his notion that changing the world
requires change in the self and relations with others hence his identification with communism from the
year 1844 (which he saw as an historical transition, when ‘in the course of development class distinctions
have disappeared and all production has been concentrated in the hands of a vast association of the whole
nation... to win the battle of democracy.’ ‘Manifesto of the Communist Party’ in Karl Marx and Frederick
Engels, Collected Works, New York, International Publishers, 1976, p504. The problem is Marxism is a
deterministic theory of culture developing from the productive base, which Raymond Williams developed
in his famous essay ‘Base and Superstructure.’
84
‘I wanted to insist on the generative capacities of dispositions, it being understood that these are
acquired, socially constituted dispositions…. I wanted to emphasize that this ‘creative’ active, inventive
capacity was not that of a transcendental subject in the idealist tradition, but that of an active agent…. I
wanted to insist on the ‘primacy of practical reason’ that Fichte spoke of, and to clarify the specific
categories of this reason.’ ‘The notion of habitus has been used innumerable times in the past, by authors
as different as Hegel, Husserl, Weber, Durkheim, and (Marcel) Mauss, all of whom used it in a more or
less methodical way. However, it seems to me that, in all cases, those who used the notion did so with the
same theoretical intention in mind. Pierre Bourdieu, In Other Words: Essays Towards a Reflexive
Sociology, Trans. Matthew Adamson, Stanford: Stanford UP, 1990, p12-13.
85
Bickerton notes ‘The paradox of consciousness - that the more consciousness one has, the more layers
of processing divide one from the world - is, like so much else in nature, a trade-off. Progressive
distancing from the external world is simply the price that is paid for knowing anything about the world at
all. The deeper and broader [our] consciousness of the world becomes, the more complex the layers of
processing necessary to obtain that consciousness.’ Derek Bickerton, Language and Species, U of
Chicago P, 1990, p86.
86
In 1915, Freud planned to write a series of meta-psychological essays and completed one on the
unconsciousness, ‘with apparent ease in the short period of three weeks, consciousness remained elusive,
and the essay was never written.’ Rainer Nagele, ‘The Poetic Ground Laid Bare: (Benjamin Reading
Baudelaire)’, Diacritics, V22:3-4, Fall 1992, p153.
87
John Skoyles details how the neural maps of amputees shift as the brain adapts to its loss, neighbouring
parts of the brain invade areas no longer receiving stimulation. Thus parts of the brain that would have
had worked with writing develop sensing the face. A club foot is mirrored in fused neuron connections
but higher functions are much more diffuse and complex. John R. Skoyles, Chapter 2, ‘ A new physics for
the brain -- and the mind’, http://www.skoyles.greatxscape.net/ [DL 7.8.2001]. People are born with a
club hand of fused, `webbed', shortened fingers, syndactyly have fused neurons connections. In their
brains, the maps of their individual fingers also form a `club' hand. See also Michael Merzenich on
cortical reorganization of the somatosensory body map following amputation of fingers in owl monkeys.
Following amputation, the brain area that had originally represented the pre-amputation digits was
gradually invaded by neuronal growth representing other remaining digits. M. M. Merzenich, et al.,
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‘Somatosensory cortical map changes following digital amputation in adult monkey’, Journal of
Comparative Neurology, 224, 1984, p591–605; and Merzenich, et al., ‘Variability in hand surface
representations in areas 3b and 1 in adult owl and squirrel monkeys’, Journal of Comparative Neurology,
258, p281–96, 1987. Similar cortical reorganization occurs in phantom limbs, V.S. Ramachandran, , D.
Rogers-Ramachandran, & M. Stewart, ‘Perceptual correlates of massive cortical reorganization’, Science,
258, 1992, p1159–60. Ramachandran et al., 1992. Carla Shatz has demonstrated that neural activation is a
necessary condition for the proper development of the brain and concludes that ‘the maturing nervous
system can be modified and fine-tuned by experience itself.’ C.J. Shatz, ‘The developing brain’, Scientific
American (U.K.), 267:3, 1992, p41. At an anthropological scale, Jarred Diamond in The Third
Chimpanzee (1992) argues that it is not tool use that makes homo sapiens such a unique species in the
animal world but this plasticity of the brain. He uses the notion of cognitive fluidity looking at history
earlier than the Neolithic period.
88
H. Paschler, ‘Dual Task Interference in Simple Tasks: Data and Theory,’ Psychological Bulletin 116,
1994. p220-44.
89
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90
Ian Stewart and Jack Cohen, Figments of Reality, Cambridge UP, 1997, p224. The self for Hartley ‘is a
complex psychological structure of memories, thoughts, and especially dispositions, arises out of a
ground of purely physical responses to one’s circumstances. And it does so by... the ‘transference’ of
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and a whole train of substantives that do not seem to capture anything that can sensibly be fit with the
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http://www.phil.indiana.edu/ejap/1996.spring/sanders.1996.spring.html. [DL March 1999] The
evaporating substantive is ‘self’. Ramachandran realised that ‘different aspects of self can be
differentially disturbed in brain disease, which leads me to believe that the self really isn't one thing, but
many. Just like love or happiness, we have one word but it's actually lumping together many different
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phenomena. ’Ramachandran’s defining characteristics of the self are 1. Continuity. You've a sense of
time, a sense of past, a sense of future. There seems to be a thread running through your personality,
through your mind. 2. Unity or coherence of self. In spite of the diversity of sensory experiences,
memories, beliefs and thoughts, you experience yourself as one person, as a unity. 3 Sense of
embodiment or ownership - yourself as anchored to your body. 4 Sense of agency, what we call free will,
your sense of being in charge of your own destiny. I moved my finger.’ Vilayanur S. Ramachandran, ‘The
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different possibilities of thinking and learning. We have combinations of intelligences but my argument is
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recognize and make distinctions among feelings, beliefs, and intentions; intrapersonal - understanding the
self and drawing on this to make decisions about viable courses of action; ability to distinguish one's
feelings and to anticipate one's reactions to future courses of action; spatial - perceiving and using visual
or spatial information; transforming information into visual images; musical - creating, communicating,
and understanding meanings made out of sound; ability to deal with patterns of sound; body/kinaesthetic using one's body to "create"; the ability to control or isolate parts of one's body; athletic, creative, fine and
gross motor movements; naturalist - ability to understand the natural world; to distinguish among,
classify, and use features of the environment; also applies to general classifying and patterning abilities.
Howard Gardner, Multiple Intelligences: The Theory in Practice, Basic Books, 1993.
95
David Hume, A Treatise of Human Nature, Ed., E.C. Mossner, Harmondsworth: Penguin, 1969
(originally 1739 & 1740) p676.
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Rom Harre & Grant Gillett, The Discursive Mind, Sage Publications, 1994, p174.
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99
‘Cognition for most human beings has not been a matter of learning to solve abstract questions; instead,
it has been about the experiences and proprieties of suites of activities involved in concrete tasks such as
collecting and organising kindling; finding clay, locating and harvesting berries, roots, insects, and other
small foods; and even carrying water. Cognition... is a concrete and collective process in which
individuals participate to varying degrees.’ Edward Reed, Encountering the World: Toward an Ecological
Psychology, OUP 1996, p141.
100
Paul Churchland characterises consciousness as: utilising short term memory (working memory);
being independent of sensory inputs, we can imagine unreal things – fiction; displaying steerable
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See A. Allport, ‘Attention and Control: Have we been asking the wrong questions? A critical review of
twenty five years’, in D. E. Meyer & S. Kornblum, Eds., Attention and Performance XIV. MIT Press,
Cambridge, 1993; D. Norman & T. Shallice, Attention to Action: Willed and Automatic Control of
Behaviour. In Consciousness and Self-regulation: Advances in Research & Theory, vol. 4, edited by
Davidson, R., Schartz, G. & Shapiro, D. Plenum, New York, 1986; R. Sperry & P. Henniger,
‘Consciousness and the Cognitive Revolution: a True World Paradigm Shift’, Anthropology of
Consciousness, Vol5:3, 1994, p3-7. These complex interactions are harmonised in the subject/body; the
senses work together with the subject body enabling a profound phenomenological richness. Harry Hunt,
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‘We do not notice the gap between the senses because their intersensory combinations are organized into
a system of pragmatic, sequentially directed intelligence that allows the sight of something to be its
‘name’ and that name to include an accent and emphasis that is also a postural readiness for various
motoric ‘doings.’ Harry T. Hunt, ‘Relations between the phenomena of religious mysticism (altered states
of consciousness) and the psychology of thought: a cognitive psychology of states of consciousness and
the necessity of subjective states for cognitive theory.’ Perceptual and Motor Skills 61, 1985, p955. Abner
Shimony points out some of the settings: ‘One source of richness is the simultaneous involvement of
several sense. Another is the array of ‘higher order variables of stimulus’’, such as spatial and temporal
gradients, which are capable of conveying decisive information. Finally, in ordinary situations there are
usually opportunities for exploration, by motion of the organism as a whole or by movements of the eyes,
hands, and head, for the purpose of bringing small cues into prominence and achieving new perspectives.
‘Is Observation Theory-Laden? A Problem in Naturalistic Epistemology’, in R.G. Colodny, Ed., Logic,
Laws, and Life, Pittsburgh UP, 1977, p196.
102
He believes recall involves, ‘a representation that is wholly independent of the original linguistic
construction and wording, and in which inferences made by subject are not subsequently distinguished
from propositions contained in the original text.’ D. A. Allport, ‘Language and Cognition’, in Approaches
to Language, Roy Harris Ed., Pergamon, 1983, p70.
103
Ramachandran thinks the self illusory, from phantom limbs. People who lose a limb may still feel the
limb and sometimes chronic pain. Ramachandran asks them to ‘exercise’ the phantom limb with the aid
of a mirror arranged so that the existing limb is seen as occupying the position of the phantom. By
attempting to voluntarily move both limbs in symmetrical motions, with the visual reinforcement, some
patients perceive the ‘limb’ to have moved to a more comfortable position, or disappeared. V. S.
Ramachandran & Sandra Blakeslee, Phantoms in the Brain: Probing the Mysteries of the Human Mind,
William Morrow & Company, 1998. Edelman & Tononi suggest the mind is not located in any particular
area of the brain but is invoked by a ‘dynamic core.’ Mark Johnson notes, ‘We are creatures of process,
evolving selves whose identities are tied up with social relations and are affected by historical
contingencies.’ Mark Johnson, Moral Imagination - Implications of Cognitive Science for Ethics, U of
Chicago P, 1993, p135. John McCrone, ‘A Bifold Model of Freewill’, version of paper that appeared in
the Journal of Consciousness Studies, August 1999. ‘So even if ideas to do with selfhood and willing
might have a social, word-encoded, origin, they too could come physically to mould the brain's neural
landscape in ways that conceivably would show up in suitably deft neuro-imaging experiments.’
http://www.btinternet.com/~neuronaut/webtwo_features_freewill.htm. [DL March 2000] See also John
Shotter, Selfhood and social accountability, Oxford: Blackwell, 1984. Though John McCrone suggests
that there still could a neural landscape identified with the ‘self’ even if that ‘self’ was socially
constructed, perhaps via the acquisition of various first person skills of perception, action, and memory
(linguistic and practical competencies).
104
Fichte considered himself to be formulating Kant, but criticised Kant for cutting off the external world
from the conceptual so the ego became as his central concern in an attempt to connect subject and object,
‘Only through this act, and solely through it, through an acting on an acting itself; which a determined
acting is preceded by no other acting whatsoever, does the ego come to be originally for itself.’ Second
Introduction to the Doctrine of Science (1797) quoted David E. Wellbery, The Specular Moment:
Goethe's Early Lyric and the Beginnings of Romanticism, Stanford UP, 1996, p59.
105
Geertz defines a Western concept of person, ‘as a bounded, unique, more or less integrated
motivational center of awareness, emotion, judgment, and action, organized into a distinctive whole and
set against a social and natural background.’ Clifford Geertz, ‘From the native's point of view: on the
nature of anthropological understanding’ in P. Rabinow and W. M. Sullivan, Eds., Interpretative Social
Science, Berkeley: U of California P, 1979, p229. Susan Blackmore says, ‘There’s no central place in our
brains. Once you start to look at how the brain operates: information comes in through lots of routes,
eyes, ears, nose and so on, and mixes up with information that’s already in there, memories and motives
and what have you, and a massive amount of processing is going on all over the place. And then outputs
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massively parallel system, and there is no central place into which all the information comes, where I sit
in a little sort of theatre, as Dennett puts it, and command the output, it’s not like that, it’s a multiple,
parallel, throughput system... it’s in the interests of the memes, the survival interest of the memes, to club
together into this idea of a self.’ ‘The Descent of Man Episode 3: Is Anyone in There?’ The Science
Show, ABC Radio National 2000, Produced by Tom Morton.
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Susan Greenfield, ‘Brain Story’ broadcast on BBC2 in July 2000. Though in fact there is evidence
they change, eg. Skoyles - cited above -Reading is a complex activity we take for granted. It involves
sight, memory, hearing and speech, we convert letters into word sounds. PET scans shows the brain
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makes new connections when reading (which offers the possibility of poetry affecting brain... even
‘reprogramming’ the brain. Indeed the plasticity of our brains, the organic matter that is necessary for
own consciousness is capable of reorganisation, is the feature most cognitive scientists cite as the key to
consciousness.
107
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the left temple) becomes active when English speakers hear English and appears to link speech sounds to
form meaningful words. ‘We were very surprised to discover that people who speak different sorts of
languages use their brains to decode speech in different ways; it overturned some long-held theories," said
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completely different meanings to particular words; the word ‘ma’, for example, can mean ‘mother’,
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temporal lobe to give the correct meaning to the spoken words,’ said Scott.’
109
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Cambridge UP. 1993, p470.
110
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111
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112
She is not convinced by Gazzanigera’s investigation of a split brain subject which suggests to him
consciousness with language is left hemisphere dependant. Gazzaniga describes an epileptic called Joe
who can’t say a word his right hemisphere sees but can draw it. Joe has an inner voice, and surprisingly is
not that affected by the spilt, and when something unusual happens he tells a story to explain his
behaviours, just as hypnotised subjects so. It seems we are constantly telling ourselves a story of what’s
happening, mostly governed by unconscious processes. M.S. Gazzaniga, Nature’s Mind, New York:
Basic Books, 1992; and Gazzaniga, The Mind’s Past, Berkeley: U of California P, 1998.
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Joseph Hellige, Hemispheric Asymmetry: What's Right and What's Left, Harvard UP, 2001. McNeill
and Pedelty found that patients with right-hemisphere damage, created narratives with difficulties in
marking scenes and realising narrative boundaries which suggests left brain processes alone cannot
maintain thematic cohesion and discontinuity as narrative unfolds. They argue they work together. David
McNeill & Laura L. Pedelty, ‘Right Brain and Gesture’, in Karen Emmorey & Judy Reilly, Eds.,
Language, Gesture, and Space, Hillsdale, New Jersey: Lawrence Erlbaum Associates, 1995.
114
He wrote the seminal work Remembering and gave a dynamic account, ‘Remembering... is an
imaginative reconstruction, or construction, built out of our attitude towards a whole active mass of past
experience... It is thus hardly ever really exact... and it is not important that it should be so.’ F. C. Bartlett,
(1932) Remembering - A Study in Experimental and Social Psychology, Cambridge UP, 1977, p213. ‘It is
with remembering as it is with the stroke in a skilled game. We may fancy that we are repeating a series
of movements learned a long time before from a text-book or from a teacher. But motion study shows that
in fact we build up the stroke afresh on a basis of the immediately preceding balance of postures and the
momentary needs of the game. Every time we make it, it has its own characteristics. [T]here is no reason
in the world for regarding these [traces/schemata] as made complete at one moment, stored up
somewhere, and then re-excited at some much later moment.’ Bartlett, p211. Edelman and Tononi update
Bartlett, ‘[T]he triggering of any set of circuits that results in a set of output responses similar to those
that were previously adaptive provides the basis for a repeated mental act or performance. In this view, a
memory is dynamically generated from the activity of certain selected subsets of circuits. Edelman and
Tononi, 2000, p86.
115
Rom Harre & Grant Gillett write, ‘The discursive approach [to psychology] would understand
perception as embedded in techniques and forms of life that provide on with certain skills of extracting
information from the environment according to the conceptualisation that inform one’s interactions with
the world and others.’ Rom Harre & Grant Gillett, The Discursive Mind, Sage Publications, 1994, p170.
116
The gut has over 100 million neurons sheathed in two concentric sleeves of neural tissue, isolated by
an equivalent to the blood/brain barrier. ‘Complex and Hidden Brain in the Gut’, New York Times,
23.11996, pB5.
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Mark Hansen, "From Image to Affect: Making Sense of New Media Art," presentation at UCLA, May
2001, quoted N. Katherine Hayles, ‘Flesh and Metal: Reconfiguring the Mindbody in Virtual
Environments’, Configurations 10.2, 2002, p299.
118
‘Whether a system of motor or perceptual powers, our body is not an object for an 'I think', it is a
grouping of live-through meanings which moves towards its equilibrium.’ Merleau Ponty 1962, p153. As
Gurwitsch notes, ‘We find ourselves in a situation and are interwoven with it, encompassed by it, indeed
just ‘absorbed’ into it.’ Aron Gurwitsch, Human Encounters in the Social World, Duquesne UP, 1979,
p67.
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Merleau-Ponty, 1962, p139.
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Howard Garfinkel, 1967, p1.
121
As Martin Malone puts it, ‘Mutual understanding results from a sensitivity to the necessity of making
sense to others.’ Martin J. Malone, Worlds of Talk: The Presentation of Self in Everyday Conversation,
Polity Pres, 1997, p5. Meaning derives from these ongoing interactions, as Malone notes, ‘Meaning is
inherent in a situation and can be understood as the interpretation which interactants give to an act and
how the original actor responds to that interpretation.’ p147. The nature of this interpretation is that it 'is
problematic, i.e., not assured, certain, or preordained.' Garfinkel,1967, p31.
122
Jeff Coulter argues, it is ‘shown by what one can do, in how one behaves... in the public satisfaction of
circumstantially relevant criteria, not by indicating anything like an internal process.’ Jeff Coulter,
‘Logic: Ethnomethodology and the Logic of Language’ in Ethnomethodology and the Human Sciences,
Graham Button, Ed., Cambridge UP, 1991, p185. Cognition phenomena are praxiologically appreciated,
Coulter adds, ‘the meaning or intelligibility of our ‘mental’ language is to be determined by the
elucidation of its practical, engaged use-in-context by competent (acculturated) users of the language and
by its implication in courses of practical conduct.’ p189.
123
The notion of the 'natural attitude' was first introduced into sociological analysis by Alfred Schutz,
who used it to describe the constitution of everyday commonsense knowledge. Alfred Schutz argues that
the natural attitude of members whose stock of knowledge is a heterogeneous mix of recipes for effective
conduct, which influenced ethnomethodology. The term originated in Husserl's phenomenology. Howard
Garfinkel’s basis for morality is that agents must trust that others are ‘accountable’ and actions.
124
Fred Newman, & L. Holzman, L. Lev Vygotsky: Revolutionary scientist, London: Routledge, 1993,
p51.
125
Alphonso Lingis, 2002, p16.
126
Tim Ingold, ‘From Complementarity to Obviation: On Dissolving the Boundaries Between Social and
Biological Anthropology, Archaeology and Psychology', Zeitschrift für Ethnologie 123, 1988, p43.
127
Ken Richardson argues that ‘self-organised, interactive systems can explain the living world.’ ‘Dynamic systems theory demands a radical change in the way we think, scientifically, about
phenomena... new mathematical approaches have shown how the behaviours of complex inanimate and
animate systems might be understood as self-organised, interactive systems.’ Ken Richardson, The
Origins of Human Potential: Evolution Development and Psychology, Routledge, 1998, p61. Among
common assumptions, he Included: cognitive characters can be innate – predetermined; genes act as
codes for characters; adaptionist assumption that genes have been selected because they fit particular
aspects of our environment; regardless of such selection, genes have functionally significant variation
across individuals in a population; the manifestation of phenotype is simply a faithful expression of the
code in genes, i.e. little or no development or growth; genes are seen as solitary powers of different
strengths and seen to vary in individuals, their manifestation is thus a curve of a range of strengths among
phenotypes. p28. He notes there is no need for a prime mover, ‘Complexity is seen to arise out of the
interactions within the system itself.’ p61. At a fundamental process level Autopoiesis is the key concept
discussed later. Gould notes: ‘We must seek to understand the emergent and irreducible properties arising
from an inextricable interpenetration of genes and environments. In short, we must use what so many
great thinkers call, but American fashion dismisses as political rhetoric from the other side, a dialectical
approach. ...the three classical laws of dialectics embody a holistic vision that views change as interaction
among components of complete systems, and sees the components themselves not as a priori entities, but
as both the products of and the inputs to the system. Thus the law of ‘interpenetrating opposites’ records
the inextricable interdependence of components; the ‘transformation of quantity to quality’ defends a
systems-based view of change that translates incremental inputs into alterations of state; and the ‘negation
of negation’ describes the direction given to history because complex systems cannot revert exactly to
previous states. S. J. Gould, ‘Nurturing Nature’, in An Urchin in the Storm: Essays about Books and
Ideas, New York: W.W. Norton and Company, 1987, p153-4. Ian & Stewart describe their dialectical
view of positive feedback in evolution as contextualism. Feedback is filtered through interacting biotic
levels producing causal loops. They give the example of parasites revealing emergent ecologies of
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behaviour. A parasitic flatworm lives inside an ant at one stage, and inside a cow in another. The parasite
infects the ant and effects the brain causing the ant to climb to the tip of a grass stem and clamp itself
there, cows grazing the grass ingests the parasite and there it reproduces. Ian Stewart and Jack Cohen,
1997.
128
Vygotsky used a term from city planning - ‘the zone of proximal development’ (ZPD).
129
Bradd Shore, Culture in Mind: Cognition, Culture and the Problem of Meaning, OUP, 1996.
130
Overall increases in hominid brain size had stopped by 1.2m years ago when a few African hominids
had the same brain cc as modern humans. Other African ancestors stopped increasing brain cc perhaps
200,000 years ago, and brains have been shrinking slowly since. So the question is why during the most
rapid period of brain cc growth, cultural development (as measured by stone tools) hardly changed then,
then over a million years later in the cultural explosion of early humans brains were actually getting
smaller? The answer is internal structures being plastic and the use of aids to help us think and act,
through cultural bricolage.
131
‘Though on average the brain constitutes but two percent of body weight in modern humans, it
consumes sixteen percent of the body's energy. Bigger brains affect prenatal and postnatal life for both
mother and offspring. They require more time to mature and grow. They are complex and fragile and
increase the possibilities of pathologies. They can adversely interfere with other neural and behavioral
systems.’ Alphonso Lingis, 2002, p3.
132
She posits as foundational the concept of numbers, of edges (for flaking stone tools) but her innovation
is to stress that these concepts develop through the tactile-kinaesthetic body, by touch and movement - the
subject hears the sound, feels the chest and voice box, cuts themselves on the sharp edge. Maxine SheetsJohnstone, The Roots of Thinking, Temple UP, 1990.
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Maxine Sheets-Johnstone, The Primacy of Movement. Advances in Consciousness Research Series 14,
Philadelphia: John Benjamins 1999, p245.
134
Spider monkeys have larger brains for their body size than howler monkeys as a consequence of
adaptation to food source complexity. Howler monkeys eat mainly leaves, an abundant and predictable
food source. Spider monkeys eat ripe fruit, a concentrated but unpredictable food source. Katy Milton,
‘Diet and primate evolution’, Scientific American, August 269:2, p86-93, 1993. Spiders live in larger
social groups with many adult males, because they can find and exploit the large fruit patches more
efficiently in large groups. They also have to recognize a greater diversity of food types and locations.
Spider monkeys thus need a larger mental map of their territory. Spider monkeys have much smaller and
shorter guts than howlers who have a large gut, to maximise low-quality food. The many hours they
spend apparently resting are spent with their guts are working overtime. Richard Dawkins comments, ‘It
makes some sense to argue that an animal needs less computing power to find leaves, which are abundant
all around, than to find fruit, which may have to be searched for, or to catch insects, which take active
steps to get away.’ The Blind Watchmaker, New York: Norton, 1987, p189-190.
135
Complexity of social life and increase in brain size seem to have evolved rapidly together.’ ‘Humans
appear to have evolved a still further method of ‘information acquisition and storage’ - an interpersonal as
well as intrapersonal one - and it is the regulation of such a system, at least partly, that our huge brains are
for.’ Ken Richardson, 1998, p86-8.
136
See also Derek Bickerton, ‘I chat, thereby I groom’, Nature 380, 1996, p303. Derek Bickerton, Roots
of Language, Karoma, 1981; Language and Species, U of Chicago P, 1990; Language and Human
Behaviour, U of Washington P, 1995.
137
Recent work shows a positive correlation between neo-cortical ratio (the ratio of neo-cortical volume
to whole brain volume) and social group size. Robin Dunbar, Grooming, Gossip and the Evolution of
Language, Faber and Faber, 1996; & 'Coevolution of neocortical size, group size and language in
humans,' Behavioural and Brain Sciences, 16, 1993, p681-735.
138
Paul Shepard, Thinking Animals, Ed. Max Oelschlaeger. Athens: U of Georgia P, 1998. Lingis talks of
complexity of savannah to follow Roger Shepard’s thesis: ‘For Shepard then it is not first manipulation
that makes a succession of discrete visual patches into the continuity of objects; it is not first manipulation
that extends a dimension of time in the depth of the spatial field. It is not the eye-hand correlation that is
crucial for the development of our kind of perception. Instead he sees as crucial the linkage of a recent
dominance of vision in previously nocturnal mammals, integrated upon cortical storage and integrative
processes developed for olfactory and auditory stimuli.’ Lingis, 2002, p6. ‘The primates that left the
relative monotony of the forest to advance into the complexity of the savanna evolved minds capable of
greater discernment. Present-day humans are capable of discriminating 26 items—six binary dimensions.’
p7. However rainforests are very diverse.

A New Defence of Poetry - and New Possibilities from Hypertext to Ecopoetry

45

139

‘Digs in Laetoli in Tanzania and in Ethiopia revealed that the earliest-known tools were found in sites
in Ethiopia and east of Lake Turkana in Kenya dated around 2.4 million years ago. There is no evidence
of substantial increase in brain size until 700,000 years later.’ Alphonso Lingis, 2002, p4.
140
‘Monkeys and apes are not only gregarious, like the other herbivores of the savanna; they are
constantly involved in interactions with one another. Since herbaceous food is at hand, their
consciousness is for the most part fixed on members of their own group. Taking from one another,
yielding to another, establishing and maintaining rank, play, and learning comprise a very large part of
their activity. Often a manic agitation breaks out among them.’ Alphonso Lingis, 2002, p10.
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tenuous, vibrant personal status is the nucleus at the heart of all primate experience and action.’ Paul
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outside the range of living mammals, but are closer to them than to either the living or the fossil reptiles. .
In each geological era, predators (carnivores) have larger relative brain-to-body ratios than their prey
(ungulates). Adaptation brought about by an arms race. Jerison provides further evidence for the arms
race effect by examining the fauna of South America at a time when it was an island cut off from the rest
of the world. Before more modern predators arrived via the Panama land bridge, the arms race between a
separate line of predators (carnivorous marsupials) and their prey produced an identical pattern of
progressive evolution as evidenced by increasing brain-to-body ratios. The evolution of human
intelligence has the earmarks of positive feedback. To the extent that we can judge from an imperfect
fossil record, the growth in brain size—from Australopithecus africanus through Homo habilis, Homo
erectus, and early Homo sapiens to modern Homo sapiens - is continuous. This suggests three million
years of persistent brain expansion.
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Chapter 2 The Ecology of Language Animals
2.1

‘Plato’s Error’

2.2

Cognitive Fluidity

2.3

Language as Constitutive

Linked appendices
Appendix 3 Poetry as Adaptation
Plato’s writings on the mind of a poet are central to his initial attack on poetry, but they rely on
an impoverished notion of mind. The mind, like memory and perception, is dynamic, emergent,
and highly dependent on the environment. The dynamic brain is intimately linked to the
dynamic body, and emotion is the key here; emotion is the motor of our dialectical dance with
our environment. Poets have recognised this fact from the beginnings of the art form.
The (human) mind co-evolved with both brain and culture and relies on working with external
tools and materials, including language and writing. A central development was cognitive
fluidity - mapping across domains and making connections, at the heart of human intelligences.

2.1

‘Plato’s Error’
‘This is Descartes' error: the abyssal separation between body and mind.’
Antonio Damasio 1

In the Phaedo and Republic, Plato stresses that rational argument, the sole method for
quarrying truth, requires discipline and control of bodily desires and emotions (which
he supposed confused the mind).
‘[The poet] arouses, nourishes, and strengthens this [irrational] part of the soul and so
destroys the rational one, in just the same way that someone destroys the better sort of
citizens when he strengthens the vicious ones and surrenders the city to them.’
Plato, Republic Bk 10, (605b2-5)
Aristotle disagreed, arguing that there was no reason to avoid feelings of pity and fear
in poetry, and that pleasure is concomitant with the proper feeling of these emotions.2
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Plato and Aristotle both thought emotion was central to poetry - one was horrified, and
thought art dangerous - the other was exhilarated, and argued that such emotion is
healthy.3 David Hume was the first to realise the affective nature of reason4 - even
anticipating Antonio Damasio’s jibe that, ‘the cool strategy advocated by Kant, among
others, has far more to do with the way patients with prefrontal damage go about
deciding than with how normals usually operate.’5 Damasio argues that not only are
philosophers wrong to separate brain and body, but psychology's separation of reason
from emotion is also wrong: ‘It is not only the separation between the mind and brain
that is mythical: the separation between mind and body is probably just as fictional. The
mind is embodied, in the full sense of the term, not just embrained.’6
‘Emotion, as the word indicates, is about movement, about externalised behaviour, about certain
orchestrations of reactions to a given cause, within a given environment.’7 Damasio insists that
the body is important in any understanding of reasoning. ‘I am not saying that the mind is in the
body. I am saying that the body contributes more than life support and modulatory effects to the
brain. It contributes a content that is part and parcel of the workings of the normal mind.’8 An
underlying Cartesian aspect remains in Damasio’s model; the body is not really active in
reasoning.9 He situates emotions in, ‘the life of an organism, its body to be precise, and their
role is to assist the organism in maintaining life.’10 Joseph LeDoux argues that specific basic
emotions appear hardwired.11 What is important here for cognition generally, and poetics in
particular, is not the primary emotions (sadness, happiness, fear, anger, surprise and disgust
which Damasio argues are universal), nor the secondary, or social, emotions (embarrassment,
guilt, pride and jealousy), but what he calls ‘background emotions’ - one’s approach to the
world, energetic, reserved or enthusiastic.12
‘Emotion, as the word indicates, is about movement, about externalised behaviour,
about certain orchestrations of reactions to a given cause, within a given environment.’
Antonio Damasio13

These ‘background emotions’ dramatically affect how organisms move through an environment.
Louis Sandanjarn argues these background moods are important in creativity.14 They animate
our animate organism. Timo Jarvilehto takes this further, arguing that emotion is only within a
social context, and falsely seen as private, with advent of language, ‘emotion is the
reorganisation of the organism-environment system’.15
Some researchers have described the brain as being more like a gland than a computer,
an organ whose function is dominated by the ebb and flow of hormonal tides.16
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Emotion has a feedback relationship with (even preceding) cognition.17 Noting that
emotion relates to cognition as well as action, Hochschild defines emotion as, ‘bodily
co-operation with an image, a thought, a memory - a cooperation of which the
individual is aware.’ 18 Embodied experiences have emotional colourings woven into
the networks that create meaning. Facial expressions display emotion, but are also ways
of generating emotional experiences.19 The Capgras syndrome suggests why such
complex distribution (and parallel processing) occurs in the mind/brain.20 At long last,
the dynamic brain is linked to the dynamic body.21
‘Even the most abstract concept may be tinged with emotion... You simply cannot
escape the affectation of your organism, motor and emotional most of all, that is part
and parcel of having a mind.’
Antonio Damasio22

Language is intrinsically emotive, even nonsense syllables.23 Erich Wittkower discovered
(1930s) that words had unexpected affective dimensions and developed a hierarchy of
‘emotional value[s],’24 Associated images or emotional responses give a rich account of
meaning. Emotional aspects of prosody (voice tone and emphasis) are affected by right-brain
strokes: such subjects often talk in a monotone, and can lose their understanding of figural
language.25 Emotions are dynamic, functional, relational experiences that are deeply social and
express moral, aesthetic and prudential judgments.26 Affect plays an important role in poetry
partly from these evaluative judgements, primarily the first two. Aesthetic judgements are the
tensile struts that support art worlds, as well as providing more immediate aesthetic pleasures
(we enjoy making such judgements). They emerge from deeper structures of the brain but work
with reasoning processes.27 Rationality is exaggerated: generally we act without representing
goals and as embodied beings immersed in an environment. Affect energises creative
opportunity and the substantiveness of language, and goes some way to explaining why poetry
has been so pervasive in human cultures.
Poetry is a discourse that gives value and weight to the affective nature of the language being
and which realises the affective nature of cognitive association, images and metaphor.
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2.2

Cognitive Fluidity

There is wide support for two major breakpoints in hominid cognitive evolution, the periods
leading to the speciation of Homo erectus (about -1.5 M years) and archaic Homo sapiens
(roughly -0.3 M years). The latter probably coincided with the emergence of spoken language.28
In the first, hominids began using stone hand axes (some chimpanzees use stone hammers but
there have been no observations of intentional flaking in the wild).29 Hand axe manufacture,
hunting, and colonisation appear to have placed substantial demands on hominid imagination,
especially for species with limited linguistic abilities.30 The archaeologist Steven Mithen argues
that hand tools require four prerequisite cognitive skills, including aesthetics31 (Parker & Gibson
propose a slight variance32). Mithen uses the fossil and archaeological record to argue that the
mind is a product of co-evolving language and consciousness. At a stage when domains of
technical understanding, social interaction, and natural history blended together, he argues, a
new range of creative cognitive activity emerged. This emergence formed minds, which he
describes as ‘cognitively fluid’. He suggests that tool-makers imagined the form of the artefact
in his/her mind, and held that thought during the twenty minutes or so required to make the tool
(hotly debated).33
The neuro-psychologist Merlin Donald hypothesises a later major transition period that
preceded the speciation of Homo sapiens, and was marked by another large brain expansion and
the descent of the larynx.34 This third transition in human cognitive evolution in the Upper
Paleolithic covers major differences, through cultural change not biological mutation. This
arguably depended on the development of language, external memory, and the invention of
permanent visual symbols. 35
Anne Russon has studied imitation behaviour in orang-utans who are clever and show
ingenuity, but fail in techne.36 Donald’s hypotheses can explain Russon’s observations in terms
of lack of voluntary access to memory - language makes the difference.37 Chimps pass
knowledge from one generation to another, but only through demonstration: one break in the
link, and the knowledge is lost. (The question of chimps and language does not impinge on the
question of human language since our lineage diverged at least 4 million years ago, long before
the physiological, behavioural and cognitive changes that led to language).
Donald influenced Mithen who dates ‘the great cultural explosion’, representing the ‘budding
and flowering’ of human consciousness (using evidence from artefacts, burials, artworks etc.) to
50,000 years ago.38 Mithen claims to have located the beginnings of human consciousness, in
the interactions among thought, language, behaviour and material culture. He argues that
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‘cognitive fluidity’ (mapping across domains, making connections, the key to human
intelligence and the arts39) is a necessary precondition for culture (technology, science, art, and
religion) and: ‘when thoughts originating in different domains can engage together, the result is
an almost limitless capacity for imagination.’40
The developmental plasticity of the brain enables language and culture to literally reshape brain
circuits.41 Kandel & Hawkins document how our brains are constantly changing anatomically.42
Cognitive fluidity emerges at different ontological levels: neuroscience (Susan Greenfield43);
cognitive linguistics (George Lakoff and Mark Johnson44 & Mark Turner and Gilles
Fauconnier45); the anthropological scale (Jarred Diamond46); the psychological (Rom Harré &
Grant Gillett47); and the neuro-cognitive (John Skoyles and Dorion Sagan48). Turner views
cognitive fluidity in terms of conceptual blending: ‘Anatomically modern human beings had
already evolved perhaps 150 thousand years earlier, but something changed during the Upper
Paleolithic Age. Humans acquired the ability to innovate and culture fostered innovation. They
acquired a human imagination with its ability to create new concepts and new mental patterns
with dramatic results: art, science, religion, culture, refined tool use, and language.’49
‘The defining story of our species - culturally, intellectually, and neurobiologically - is
the story of how we developed the ability to forge conceptual integration networks out
of strongly conflicting inputs, to create new meaning in the blend.’
Mark Turner 50

Appendix 3

Poetry as Adaptation

Rom Harré’s notion of ‘discursive psychology’ (human life as a collective activity) uses A.R.
Luria and Lev Vygotsky’s views of human life, from consciousness up, as a collective using
private conversation, symbols and cognitive skills – plus public conversation and joint creation
of symbolic interaction (including poetry discourse). Luria noted: ‘The chief distinguishing
feature of the regulation of human conscious activity is that this regulation takes place with the
close participation of speech ... higher mental processes are formed and take place on the basis
of speech activity.’51 This Vygotskian belief that the way individuals think and act is to be
explained by reference to the aspects of interpersonal conversation that they have appropriated,
requires a sense of other minds and the distinction between public and private action, and
discourse. This is the result of a human practice keeping things (thoughts, feelings, plans etc.) to
oneself, an art not acquired until the second or third year of life. Speech serves two interrelated
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functions, communication (social) and thought (egocentric), which originate relatively
simultaneously.
Paul Hernadi examines the emergence of literature in terms of biological, social, and personal
needs of humans, and believes its success is because literature:
1. expands the cognitive, emotive, and volitional horizons of human awareness; and
2. integrates our beliefs, feelings, and desires within the fluid mentality required for survival in
the complex social environments of human organisms.52
Cognitive fluidity is the key to human intelligences, and a necessary condition for the
appearance of poetry, but not sufficient.

2.3

Language as Constitutive
‘Speech arose primarily as a way to control information and then was used as a tool for
communication ... . Language and conceptual thought are dynamically linked parts of a
dynamic cognitive system, the extended mind which provides an environment for their
mutual development.’
Robert Logan 53

Modern language developed with appearance of anatomically modern humans some 120,000
years ago, with syntax and vocabulary (primates have up to twenty distinct calls compared to
the average human vocabulary of 60,000 words). There are various hypotheses on language
evolution - i.e. syntax which drives language use54 and many of them (eg. Marc Hauser55,
William Calvin56, Stephen Mithen57), involve everyday embodied practices linking the practice
of speech to broader modalities of the mind/brain.58
Ludwig Wittgenstein demonstrated that St Augustine’s designative theory of language is
inadequate. Words are not only derived from pointing and naming. Locke’s theory of language
was also simplistic, viewing the mind as a passive tabula rasa.59 Etienne Bonnot de Condillac
argued that speech developed from the language of gesture (langage d'action) initially
developed from associations between action and object. Michael Corballis develops Condillac’s
idea, arguing that primate sounds accompanied gestures, then over time, sounds became coded
into words that developed into deliberate, complex communication. After the evolution of bipedalism (and increased brain size), gestural communication became more complex and
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language-like, using symbols and syntax until speech became the main medium for
expression.60 Selection pressures favoured anatomy that facilitated speech - the larynx, vocal
muscles and brain structures. This scenario does not explain the great difference between syntax
and the differentiated vervet monkey calls, made only if the predator (snake or eagle) is present;
thus is merely indexical.61 Colin Falck argues language is based in gesture, ‘Speech is prior to
writing because it is in speech and the gestures that accompany it that the location of language
within ‘our necessary embodiedness’.’62 Susan Goldin-Meadow and Jana Iverson studied
linguistic gestures in blind children who had no way of learning from others how to gesture
when they talk. They found that blind children gesture in basically the same way we all do.
Gesturing is part of our language instinct and, as such, is something we do not have to be taught.
‘The spoken word is a genuine gesture, and it contains its meaning in the same way as
the [manual] gesture contains its.’
Merleau-Ponty63

The breakthrough came with Herder’s Essay on the Origin of Language (1772) and the
realisation that language expanded thinking, offering a new reflective stance towards the world.
Wilhelm von Humboldt utilised Herder’s ideas in his image of language as a web, an 'infinite
use of finite means.'64 (David Abram notes that traditional societies understand the ‘weblike
nature of language.’65) Humboldt follows Rousseau in seeing humans as ‘fundamentally a
creative, searching, self-perfecting being: ‘to enquire and to create – these are the centres around
which all human pursuits more or less directly revolve’.’66 Language is a productive-expressive
act - as Humboldt said, language comes into being 'in the very act of its production' – and
distinguished language as ergon (objective product or work) and language as energeia (energy,
activity).67 It is the creative power of this combinatorial symbolic system that poetry utilises.
But what is the key to understanding this breakthrough? Terrence Deacon, using Peirce’s
hierarchical tripartite semiotics, views the move to symbol use as the uniquely human leap.68
Symbols are abstracted and independent of the environment and relate to systems of symbols,
but based on iconic and indexical processes, which must, ‘continuously evolve new means of
fitting with and anticipating its environment’ thus providing a realist link between language and
the world.69 At some stage hominids stripped speech sounds of their associated meaning and
reserved meaning for combinations of sounds strung together, expanding the range of meaning this was the revolution of syntax.70 Joseph Catalano stresses the use of convention itself, ‘The
world of artefacts had already made things exist ‘by convention.’ All artefacts are conventional,
or arbitrary, because they involve a use of matter arising from human intentions.’71 Flurian
Coulmas also thinks that what is more important is the use of convention itself: ‘The step from
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simple mnemonic devices such as tally sticks to the first conventional system of writing capable
of recording information on clay tablets was immeasurably greater than all subsequent steps
combined.’72 Michael Coe refers to pictograms and ideograms as ‘logographic,’ (a symbol
standing for a word) because the reader understands their message through language and not
through the picture itself.73 The narrative is not in the picture. David Direnger believes a
pictogram, ‘is the utilitarian beginning of written language, aiming to convey to the mind not
the pure representation of an event, but a narrative of the event.’74 The picture becomes a
pictogram only by becoming incorporated within a narrative, and this narrative is the way the
pictograms and ideograms are strung together.
Deacon asserts that the, ‘origin of `humanness' can be defined as that point in our evolution
where these tools [symbolic reference] became the principle source of selection on our bodies
and brains.'75 Deacon invites us to ‘imagine language as an independent life form that colonises
and parasitises human brains, using them to reproduce.’76 This memetic turn leads to an
argument that poetry infects us, but as we co-evolved, there is no need for a parasitic analogy,
and memes don’t take us far in understanding cultural change or stasis.77 Language changed the
structure of the human brain as it (language) evolved and in turn, evolving human brain
structure affected the evolution of language. Each brain processes language differently (even
identical twins), which is evidence against the theory that specific linguistic rules or categories
are hardwired and innate.78 Language, like everything else, is ecological, developing as the
human organism negotiates the world.
Robert Logan reminds us that Neanderthals had larger brain capacity yet inferior cognitive
skills, due to inferior information processing which demonstrates the importance of language.
Public language plays a key role in Steven Mithen’s model of cognitive evolution: ‘the capacity
for this [human consciousness] is likely to have co-evolved with social intelligence and once
public language was used for talking about the non-social world, such as about making artefacts
and hunting animals, the barriers between those the worlds of society, nature and artefacts
collapsed.’79 Mithen has come to see that cognitive fluidity arises from material culture, noting,
‘Both private and public language act as tools for thought and play a fundamental role in the
evolution of consciousness: in the opening up of our minds to ourselves. But during the course
of the latter stages of human evolution, another tool was found that may have had even greater
consequences for the evolution of consciousness: material culture itself.’80
Derek Bickerton notes the ontogenetic gap in language use, between simple linear beading of
words without grammar or syntax, and the association of two and more words. Apes cannot get
past this early stage - chimps don’t use poetry. He supposes that the Upper Paleolithic transition
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is the equivalent dramatic leap in larger cultural terms.81 John McCrone uses the term ‘bifold’
for his hypothesis that mind emerges from a dialectical process between two evolutionary
processes - the biological and the cultural.82 He believes that thought and language work
together ‘to probe for meaning, and that thought and inner speech eventually become largely
fused within the adult mind so that just the 'inkling' of a speech act can do the thought-driving
work of a fully-expressed speech act.’83
Merleau-Ponty wrote, ‘The meaning of language ... does not lie in the elements composing it.
The meaning in their common intention ... language is never the mere clothing of a thought
which otherwise possesses itself in full clarity ... communication arouses meanings in the mind
through enticement and a kind of oblique action.’84 Cultural anthropologist, Andy Clark, is
another theorist who emphasises the importance of both kinds of language: ‘Public speech,
inner rehearsal, and the use of written and on-line texts are all potent tools that reconfigure the
shape of computational space ... Again and again we use words to focus, clarify, transform,
offload, and control our own thinking. Thus understood, language is not a mere imperfect mirror
of our intuitive knowledge.’85
Noam Chomsky linked a theory of language with libertarian social thought, through looking at
Wilhelm von Humboldt’s work and his leading principle, ‘the absolute and essential importance
of human development in the richest diversity.’86 The Chomskian view of grammar (generative
linguistics87) as an innate faculty is still the dominant view within science, exemplified by
Stephen Pinker.88 However, Calvin & Bickerton, and others, have rigorously critiqued it.89
Chomsky’s model separates competence from performance and, by focusing on syntax, neglects
issues of meaning, context, background knowledge, memory, and communicative intent.90
Lakoff & Johnson argue that Chomsky’s view of language is based on the Cartesian conception
of mind, and repeats Descartes’ mistakes, which they list as: the separation of mind and body;
transcendent autonomous reason (reason is of the mind not body); essences (everything contains
an essence that makes it what it is); rationality defines human nature; mathematics ideal reason;
reason as formal - the ability to reason is ability to manipulate symbols within formal rules;
thought as language, as formal and mathematical; and innate ideas.91 This separation pervades
our thought and institutions, and severs the mental from the physical; philosophers and
psychologists study minds / natural scientists deal with bodies. The new linguistic branch of
cognitive science reveals fundamental processes and structures of human cognition, offering
alternatives to the Chomskian miraculous appearance of universal grammar. It is likely that
language has emerged via various inventions. George Lakoff argues that preconceptual meaning
derives from our capacity for bodily movement: ‘Reason is embodied in the sense that the very
structure on which reason is based emerges from our bodily experience.’92
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Wittgenstein demonstrated the need for a pragmatic holism in semantics that looked at actual
language use.93 In the Philosophical Investigations, Wittgenstein introduces a new concept: 'the
term “language-game” is meant to bring into prominence that the speaking of language is part of
an activity, or a form of life.'94 Marjorie Perloff suggests that ‘language-games’ have four
possible approaches:95
(1) ‘emphasis on the strangeness, the enigmatic nature of everyday language’;
(2) the awareness that ‘the world is my world [which] shows itself in the fact that the limits
of the language (the language which I understand) mean the limits of my world’;96
(3) ‘the recognition of the self ... as a social construct, a cultural construction. ‘The
thinking, presenting subject; there is no such thing.’;97 or
(4) ‘the discovery that there are no propositions of absolute value, no causal or even
temporal explanations.’
I suggest that all four apply. Wittgenstein uses the word 'game' because of the implicit and
explicit rules within board games like chess. It is not a matter of playfulness, which Perloff says,
‘is very confusing for many people’.98 Wittgenstein had the typical philosopher’s disinterest in
the arts (where play is central).
Practice, membership and context are vital to meaning - words like ‘good’ and ‘beautiful’
(Platonic Forms) have no intrinsic meaning. What matters is the ‘occasion’ to which words are
put.99 Vygotsky echoes this: ‘A word without meaning no longer belongs to the domain of
speech.’100 Wittgenstein writes, ‘What determines our judgment, our concepts and reactions, is
not what one man is doing now, an individual action, but the whole hurly-burly of human
actions, the background against which we see any action' (PI 567). John Stewart promotes the
linguistics of ‘living language’, and restricts his analysis to the realm of a practical, and
dialogic, discourse, as opposed to proposing a language system separate from its demonstrable
use. He attacks semiotic analysis for perpetuating the two-world problem: ‘This results from the
belief in “a fundamental distinction between two realms or worlds, the world of the sign and the
signifier, symbol and symbolized, name and named, word and thought”.’101 (Box 6) Umberto
Eco regrets the extent of his semiotic past: ‘[T]he problem hinged on seeing reference as a
function of meaning and not vice versa.’102
Wittgenstein attacks the theory of meaning as naming by showing that a 'logically private
language' makes no sense.103 Linguistics has tended to investigate language from the individual
point of view, but language is communal and can be investigated as something that evolved to
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benefit whole groups.104 Merleau-Ponty emphasises, ‘Language facts are qualitative, needing
the mediation of consciousness in connection and development. Language surrounds each
speaking subject; the ‘social’ is not collective consciousness but intersubjectivity, a living
relationship and tension among individuals.’105
William Dawes tried to understand the original Sydney language through his co-habitant
Patyegarang, but Paul Carter points out that, ‘Words are not Platonic forms. Patye’s speech
cannot be idealised, easily generalised or satisfactorily represented by the kind of laconic oneto-one word-list found in Collins or Tench.’106
‘The understanding of a simple poem ... involves not merely an understanding of
single words in their average significance, but a full comprehension of the whole life
of the community as it is mirrored in the words.’
Edward Sapir107

Language only works from working in the world. Darwin was convinced that language was the
prerequisite for ‘long trains of thought’, though Merlin Donald is not convinced that thought is
dependent on language.108 Bickerton describes a sentence as ‘a little play or story.109 We react to
the actions of others and through language are situated in the dance of conversation and thought,
channelled by discourse and contexts. John Shotter believes we are stuck thinking in Cartesian
terms and suggests we should understand language as constructing Wittgensteinian different
forms of life with their associated language games (through his concept of ‘joint-action’).110
Marx-Engels in The German Ideology supposed, ‘language is practical consciousness ...
language, like consciousness, only arises from the need, the necessity, of intercourse with other
men.’111 Christopher Gaulker also takes an externalist position, viewing public language, ‘not as
a tool for representing the world or expressing one’s thoughts but a tool for effecting changes in
one's environment.'112 Heidegger, despite his acknowledgement of the power of language, did
not realise the essential nature of this interior scaffolding (e.g. 'The Way to Language’).113
Wittgenstein also stressed language as public communication and an external reference,
neglecting the auto-use of language, due to his behaviourist tendencies. He failed to realise
Clark’s point that language has a vital role as internal thought tool (reflecting how idiosyncratic
language processing is).114 Language is not controlled by a single central intelligence, but is a
distributed, dynamical and adaptive system - the product of cultural evolution. Using language
reaches beyond single modules to a variety of regions of the cortex, some predictable, others
not115 - thus the impact of mental modelling.116 As Vygotsky has shown - language is as much
about becoming human by thinking.
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‘Word meanings are dynamic rather than static formations ... The relation of thought to
word is not a thing but a process, a continual movement backward and forth from
thought to word and from word to thought ... Thought is not merely expressed in
words; it comes into existence through them. Every thought tends to connect
something with something else, to establish a relation between things.’
Vygotsky117

Following Vygotsky, Daniel Dennett argues that auto-stimulation (speaking to oneself) is
necessary in the early human mind for early tool use, the planning and understanding of fracture
dynamics, motor control and realising symmetry.118 Language is a tool to think with and makes
us human , 119 but it is a tool that is embedded in an organism’s embodied capacity to explore
the environment through feedback mechanisms. As Andy Clark states, language not only
‘confers on us added powers of communication; it also enables us to reshape a variety of
difficult but important tasks into formats suited to the basic computational capacities of the
human brain.’120 Language is constitutive in that, as John Stewart states, it ‘does not represent
the world but builds or develops it.’121 (The notion that language is constitutive has implications
for poetry, and supports Sidney’s main thesis.)
A resistance to such perspective derives from the fact that our view of language has changed
since the development of writing; Walter Ong claims, ‘Speech is no longer a medium in which
the human mind and sensibility lives ... communication is governed by silent written and printed
documents more than by the spoken work.’122 Harris thinks we now see language as objectified
and outside ourselves – as langue not parole, and warns that we, 'must never lose sight of the
fact that communication always involves particular individuals acting in particular situations.'123
(Bearing this in mind, I later examine language (and poetry) from performative, iconic, and
speech-act perspectives.) Kenneth Pike has suggested that language could be viewed in the same
three systemic ways that physicists view the world: ‘It is extraordinary that in the twentieth
century we should still be viewing language almost entirely from a static, particle-like view
rather than in a dynamic fashion.’124
‘Public language is in many ways the ultimate artefact. Not only does it confer on us
added powers of communication; it also enables us to reshape a variety of difficult but
important tasks into formats better suited to the basic computational capacities of the
human brain ... language enables us to exploit our basic cognitive capacities of pattern
recognition and transformation that reach out to new behavioural and intellectual
horizons.’
Andy Clark125
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The key to maximising our cognitive abilities’ is language. As Stewart and Cohen state,
‘Language and intelligence evolved together, both being inextricably linked to culture.’126
Language is the most powerful tool, used both internally and for communication. Public
language plays a key role in Mithen’s model of cognitive evolution, ‘the capacity for this
[human consciousness] is likely to have co-evolved with social intelligence and once public
language was used for talking about the non-social world, such as about making artefacts and
hunting animals, the barriers between those the worlds of society, nature and artefacts
collapsed.’127 Mark Turner, like Mithen, looks to the Upper Paleolithic explosion of culture,
arguing language is central and metaphor key, ‘The defining story of our species—culturally,
intellectually, and neuro-biologically—is the story of how we developed the ability to forge
conceptual integration networks out of strongly conflicting inputs, to create new meaning in the
blend.’128
Andy Clark emphasises the importance of both kinds of language, ‘Public speech, inner
rehearsal, and the use of written and on-line texts are all potent tools that reconfigure the shape
of computational space ... Again and again we use words to focus, clarify, transform, offload,
and control our own thinking. Thus understood, language is not a mere imperfect mirror of our
intuitive knowledge.’129 Christopher Gaulker has a more externalist position viewing public
language, ‘not as a tool for representing the world or expressing ones thoughts but a tool for
effecting changes in one's environment.’130
Wittgenstein demonstrated the need for pragmatic holism in semantics that looked at actual
language use.131 Subsequently he develops a theory of meaning identified with language games
involved in forms of life.132 Wittgenstein attacks the theory of meaning as naming by showing
that a 'logically private language' makes no sense.133 Linguistics has tended to investigate
language from the individual point of view but language is communal and can be investigated as
something that evolved to benefit whole groups.134 Wittgenstein failed to realise Clark’s point
about language’s vital role as an internal thought tool reflected in how idiosyncratic our
language processing is.135 Language is not controlled by a single central intelligence, rather it is
a distributed, dynamical and adaptive system being the product of cultural evolution. Using
language reaches beyond single modules to a variety of regions of the cortex, some predictable,
others not.136 Thus the impact of mental modelling; Nancy Nersessian asserts, ‘the perceptual
system is employed in reasoning processes of great significance to human existence. Further,
studies of expert/novice reasoning establish that skill in modelling develops in the course of
learning.’137 (See Chapter 4 for experts and skill).
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Mithen has come to see cognitive fluidity arising from material culture.138 He notes: ‘Both
private and public language act as tools for thought and play a fundamental role in the evolution
of consciousness: in the opening up of our minds to ourselves. But during the course of the
latter stages of human evolution, another tool was found that may have had even greater
consequences for the evolution of consciousness: material culture itself.’139
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Chapter 2
1 Antonio Damasio, Descartes' Error: Emotion, Reason, and the Human Brain, Grosset / Putnam, 1994,
p249-50. The title of the book refers to Descartes' view that the absence of emotions enhances rational
thinking. The neurophysiologist concludes that, without emotional backgrounds, no reasoning at all can
occur: ‘The traditional views on the nature of rationality [can] not be correct.’ (pxi).
2 The Phaedo is a mid-period dialogue prefiguring the Republic and Phaedrus. Aristotle writes, ‘If it is
thus, then, that every art does its work well - by looking to the intermediate and judging its works by this
standard... both fear and confidence and appetite and anger and pity and in general pleasure and pain may
be felt both too much and too little, and in both cases not well; but to feel them at the right times, with
reference to the right objects, towards the right people, with the right motive, and in the right way, is what
is both intermediate and best, and this is characteristic of virtue.’ Aristotle, Nichomachean Ethics, Bk II
vi, ibid, This is a question of phronesis and moral education involves learning to feel the right emotion to
the right degree at the right time. (See Appendix 13) Emotions are a natural part of human life. Aristotle
uses poetry for the literary, particularly tragic drama but also poetry with music.
3 The recent term 'emotional intelligence' refers to the ability to identify, express, and understand
emotions; to assimilate emotions into thought; and to regulate both positive and negative emotions in
oneself and in others. Dust-jacket to Emotional Intelligence: Science and Myth, Gerald Mathews, Moshe
Zeidner & Richard. D. Roberts Eds., MIT Press, 2003. Daniel Goleman popularised the term in
Emotional Intelligence (1995) but it not clear that the combination of terms is precise or useful for
psychology. Reuven Tsur points out that language is not suited to describe the emotion’s unique diffuse
character. He posits the left/right brain differentiation to be the cause and suggests poets attempt to
overcome this problem by creating a mimesis, a verbal equivalent, of the structure of emotions. Tsur
emphasises emotion in poetics. He posits a cognitive mechanism behind the perceived emotional impact
of poetic language; by establishing ‘a definite spatial setting,’ thereby channelling some of the verbal
message through the brain's right hemisphere, normally associated with spatial orientation, not linguistic
processing. Toward a Theory of Cognitive Poetics, Amsterdam: North Holland, 1992, p360.
4 David Hume, ‘Our affections... form certain rules of conduct, and certain measures of preference of one
above another: and these decisions, though really the result of our calm passions and propensities, (for
what else can pronounce any object eligible or the contrary?) are yet said, by a natural abuse of terms, to
be the determinations of pure reason and reflection.’ Enquiries concerning Morals, (1777 ed), Eds., L. A.
Selby-Bigge and P. H. Niddich, Oxford: Clarendon, 1978, Morals, VI:1, p196. Hume is a most
undervalued philosopher.
5 Antonio Damasio, 1994, p172.
6 Antonio Damasio, 1994, p 118. Gregory Ulmer wrote, ‘One of the most amazing events of this decade,
from the poverty of poststructuralism, is the awarding of a Nobel Prize in Economics to the U of Chicago
professor who demonstrated empirically that emotional factors prevent individuals from making
economic decisions that reason would seem to dictate.’ Joseph Tabbi, ‘A Project for a New Consultancy’
interview with Gregory Ulmer’, Jan 1996, http://www.altx.com. [DL 34.8.1999]
7 Antonio Damasio, The Feeling of What Happens, Random House, 2000, p70.
8 Antonio Damasio, 1994, p226. ‘I believe that this brain [brain without a body – the brain-in-a-vat
thought experiment] would not have a normal mind. The absence of stimuli going out into the body-asplaying-field, capable of contributing to the renewal and modification of body states, would result in
suspending the triggering and modulation of body states that, when represented back to the brain,
constitute what I see as the bedrock of the sense of being alive.’ p228,
9 See Søren Holm, ‘Mind, Body, and Mental Illness’, Philosophy, Psychiatry, & Psychology, 5.4, 1998,
p338. Damasio denies this. See Commentary on ‘Mind, Body, and Mental Illness’, Philosophy,
Psychiatry, & Psychology, 5.4, 1998, p343-345.
10 Antonio Damasio, 2000, p51. This is a central theme for Ralph Ellis & Nakita Newton the editors of
the new journal Consciousness and Emotion. They introduce the journal with, ‘If we ask why this
instance of information processing is conscious... it is because it arises out of an organism’s motivating
emotional life. Ralph Ellis & Nakita Newton, Consciousness and Emotion, Vol 1:1, p1. This journal
follows Damasio’s lead.
11 Displays of emotion differ culturally but LeDoux argues that six basic emotions (fear, anger, disgust,
sadness, surprise, happiness) are the same in all cultures and times and promote our survival. He notes
that ‘Social constructivists can produce endless list of all sorts of ways that emotions differ in different
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cultures or social situations.’ And he agrees display rules are learnt – but still claims the evidence
suggests the basic emotions are the same in all cultures and times. Joseph LeDoux, The Emotional Brain,
Weidenfeld & Nicholson, 1998, see p8, p116. Emotion is generated by complex feedback loops between
the lower brain and the endocrine system. LeDoux emphasises that the subcortical (eg, thalamicamygdala circuitry) emotion systems are fast, evolutionarily selected, and probably non-conscious aspects
of emotion. In contrast, he posits cortical inputs (via multiple pathways) as necessary for the conscious
experience of emotion. Emotions are not within our control and are in conflict and our lives and arts
reflect this fact. Le Doux notes, ‘The thalamic pathway... is several synapses shorter. Input reaching
target areas such as the amygdala may therefore prime the area to receive the better analysed neocortical
inputs, providing a crude picture of what is to come, narrowing the affective possibilities, and perhaps
even organizing possible and actual responses.’ (p345-6). The response in the amygdala may take place as
much as 40 milliseconds faster than the comparable neo-cortical response.
12 Reading emotion is complex and multi-skilled. Damasio writes, ‘we detect background emotions by
subtle details of body posture, speed and contour of movements, minimal changes in the amount and
speed of eye movement, and in degree of contraction of facial muscles.’2000, p52.
13 Damasio, 2000, p70.
14 Louis Sundararajan applies Gendlins holistic theory, which grounds emotion in ‘bodily felt sense’.
Consciousness and Emotion, Vol 1:2, 2001, p227-243.
15 Timo Jarvilehto takes this further, arguing that emotion is only within a social context, and falsely seen
as private with advent of language, ‘emotion is the reorganisation of the organism-environment system’.
Timo Jarvilehto ‘Feeling as knowing’ in Consciousness and Emotion, No1 & 2. 2002. It is a behaviourist
position, the new behaviourism, which is like GH Mead’s social behaviourism, though Jarvilehto talks of
intention.
16 Susan Greenfield comprehensively rejects the computer model of the mind/brain, because she thinks
the brain is mainly about feelings. William James (1902) noted different states of consciousness and
Colin Martindale has developed the typologies of: waking, realistic fantasy, autistic fantasy, reverie,
hypnagogic and dreaming. Colin Martindale, The Clockwork Muse, Basic Books, New York, 1990.
17 It is clear that cognition cannot neglect emotion. See C Izard, Human Emotions, Plenum Press, 1977;
G. Mandler, Mind and Emotion, Wiley, 1975; and Mandler, Mind and Body: The Psychology of Emotion
and Stress, Norton, 1984. See also Damasio ibid. On the tendency to separate emotion from cognition in
developmental psychology, see M. Donaldson, Human Minds: An Exploration, Penguin, 1992, esp.
ch12&13.
18 A. Hochschild, ‘Emotion Work, feeling rules and social structure’, American Journal of Sociology,
85, 1979, p551. He notes that evolutionary accounts of emotion ignore the subjective, social and cultural
factors of emotional experience and expression. A. Hochschild, The Managed Heart, U of California P,
1983. Williams & Bendelow suggest that studying emotion assists in an integrated approach to human
embodiment in nature and culture. ‘Emotions involve a biological or physiological substrate, but they are
also precisely the means whereby human bodies achieve a social ontology’. Emotions, in other words,
play a fundamental role in embodied human agency and social praxis. Far from being individualistic in
orientation, a focus on embodiment can, therefore, lead to a deep awareness of the sociality of human
beings and emotion.’ Simon Williams & Gillian Bendelow, The Lived Body Sociological Themes,
Embodied Issues, Routledge 1998, p209.
19 Making a face – deliberately contracting the muscles that form universal expressions – generates
involuntary changes in the body and the brain, many emotional. Paul Ekman, Gripped by Emotion,
Weidenfelt & Nicolson, 2002.
20 Rare subjects with brain damage can typically believe close friends or family members are aliens. Face
recognition happens in the temporal lobes and to a lesser degree the limbic system. But recognition is not
complete until it has involved the hypothalamus/ amygdala, part of the limbic system, responsible for
gauging responses to emotion and where emotional reactions are triggered. In these subjects this
connection appears broken. Galvanic skin responses confirm that the emotional response to viewing a
mother or her image is much lower than normal. On the telephone, however, the full emotional reaction
occurs, together with high galvanic skin responses. The world is only real to us if the appropriate
emotional tag is present. In Cotard's syndrome the patient claims he/she is dead. Ramachandran suggests
whereas in Capgras vision alone is disconnected from the emotion centres in the brain, in Cotard’s all the
senses are disconnected from the emotional centres. Nothing in the world makes any emotional sense.
Vilayanur S. Ramachandran, ‘The Emerging Brain, Lecture 5: Neuroscience - the New Philosophy, Reith
Lectures 2003, BBC Radio 4. LeDoux also provides evidence - the subcortical (thalamic-amygdala
circuitry) emotion systems carry the fast, evolutionarily selected, and probably nonconscious aspects of
emotion. He suggests cortical inputs (via multiple pathways) are necessary for the conscious experience
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of emotion. Israel Rosenfield notes, ‘In fact, it has been found that whenever a person is remembering,
there is activity in the limbic system. It may be that the limbic system is essential for establishing the
correlations between body image and external stimuli that are the basis of consciousness.’ 1992, p86.
21 Even self-help books on improving the brain, memory, creativity and happiness look beyond mental
puzzle solving Richard Restak argues that the brain needs exercising as much as the body. He
recommends that we choose memory-enhancing activities that maximise neuronal connectivity. Some of
these exercises involve physical activities that force our brains to coordinate the prefrontal cortex and the
primary motor cortex. Richard Restak, Unleashing Your Brain's Potential, Harmony Books, 2001.
22 ‘Consequently, even when we ‘merely’ think about an object, we tend to reconstruct memories not just
of a shape or colour but also of the perceptual engagement the object required and of the accompanying
emotional reactions, regardless of how slight.’ Antonio Damasio, 2000, p147-48.
23 Nonsense syllables were found to be endowed with affective tone. W. Whately Smith, The
Measurement of Emotion, Harcourt and Brace, 1922. Otniel Dror quotes Frederick Peterson reporting on
the differences between the emotional tone of words, ‘there was nothing in the words themselves’ to
explain the differences seen in their galvanometric representations. Frederick Peterson, ‘The
Galvanometer in Psychology’, Journal of Abnormal Psychology 3, 1908. Otniel Dror, ‘The Scientific
Image of Emotion: Experience and Technologies of Inscription’, Configurations, 7:3, 1999, p399.
24 Erich Wittkower, ‘Studies on the Influence of Emotions on the Functions of the Organs’, Journal of
Mental Science, 81, 1935, p644. The word ‘black’ may have extremely complex resonances between the
simple name of a colour, historical dualisms of good and evil, histories of race and racism, and the strong
emotional overtones that these concepts carry with them. But these are complex facts about the
(conventional) meaning of the word, we each have individual associations as underlined in this Chapter.
25 ‘Right hemisphere disorders, which were thought to occasion no damage to language skills, have been
shown to be responsible for the disruption of the metacontrol of language and discourse abilities in both
speakers and signers. Parkinson signers show disruption in sign movement and precision of articulation,
reduction of the articulatory space, loss of articulatory contacts, and hesitation and slowness in initiating
and executing movements, which impairs their overall expressivity.’ Zouhair Maalej review of David
Corina, ‘Neural Disorders of Language and Movements: Evidence from American Sign Language’ in
Gesture, Speech and Sign, Lynn Messing & Ruth Campbell, Eds., OUP, 1999, in Sign Language Studies
2:1, 2001, p116-131.
26 Emotions display a ‘deep sociality’ providing ‘a powerful means of ensuring intersubjectivity’ and a
‘potent sense that it is imperative to do so’. W. Wentworth and Yardley, ‘Deep sociality ‘ in W.
Wentworth et al, Social perspectives on Emotion, Jai Press, 1994, p450. Moral; anger expresses judgment
that transgression. This includes truth, not in an epistemological sense but performative, after all the lie
detector is an emotion-detecting machine. Aesthetic; some adverse judgments are conveyed by disgust –
this is highly tactile, something felt or would be if touched feel nasty but also the sublime introduced
deeply felt emotion into aesthetics, an individual experience over social taste. Prudential judgments; fear
an object is seen as dangerous, has force of illocutionary act, a warning. Rom Harré & Grant Gillett, The
Discursive Mind, Sage, 1992, p154-5.
27 R.G. Collingwood typically argued for a hierarchical view, ‘[I]t seems that our sensuous- emotional
nature, as feeling creatures, is independent of our thinking nature, as rational creatures, and constitutes a
level of experience below the level of thought... [it has the] character of a foundation upon which the
rational part of our nature is built . . .’ Principles of Art (1938) OUP, 1958, p163. On the other hand
conscious experience of emotion is not necessary for emotional behaviour. Autonomic physiological and
motor aspects of emotion can occur in response to an emotional stimulus that is not consciously
recognized. A. Ohman & J. J. F. Soares, ‘Unconscious anxiety: Phobic responses to masked stimuli’,
Journal of Abnormal Psychology, 103, 1994, p231-240.
28 As argued by P. Lieberman, On the Origins of Language: An Introduction to the Evolution of Human
Speech, Macmillan, 1975; The Biology and Evolution of Language, Harvard UP, 1984; Uniquely Human:
The Evolution of Speech, Thought and Selfless Behaviour, Harvard UP, 1991. The fall of the larynx must
have had survival benefits as the current position of the larynx makes humans much more liable to death
by choking. Though as Wayne Allen points out, we can never know as we cannot return to conditions and
contingencies to understand how the selection process worked. ‘The fact that larger, more complex brains
imparted a selective advantage because of their ability to process greater amounts of information in new
and innovative ways may not be precisely why they were selected.’ He suggests larger brains meant more
ability to absorb toxins! Wayne Allen, ‘Biochemicals and Brains’ in Biopoetics: The New Synthesis, Ed
Brett Cooke & Frederick Turner, ICUS, 1999, p169.
29 From 3 million years ago, pieces of flaked quartzite, basalt, chert and limestone been found in the
archaeological record of East and South Africa. These are characterized as the Olduwan industry, named
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after Olduvai Gorge where the most substantial assemblages have been acquired. the extent of meateating Steven Mithen, 2001, p36. Though Tim Ingold warns that tool behaviour does not distinguish man
from ape: ‘Rather humans reach higher levels of performance in each domain and exhibit greater
interdependence of social and technical skills.’ Intro to Tim Ingold & Kathleen R. Gibson, Tools,
Language and Cognition in Human Evolution, Cambridge UP. 1993, p13.
30 Mithen examines early hominid handaxe construction which first appear 1.4 million years ago. He
argues that their construction required not only sensory-motor control and an understanding of fracture
dynamics, but also a desire for symmetry, an ability to plan ahead, and internal (unspoken) language.
Mithen, 2001, p41.
31 Steven Mithen, ‘Handaxes and Ice Age Carvings: Hard Evidence for the Evolution of Consciousness’,
Cog Net, http://cognet.mit.edu/posters/poster.tcl?publication_id=6371. [DL 1.7.2001] ‘Handaxes: some
hard evidence regarding the evolution of the mind and consciousness’ in Towards a Science of
Consciousness, The Third Tucson Discussions and Debates, Eds., S. Hameroff, A. Kaszniak, and D.
Chalmers, MIT Press, 2000. Mithen asks how technical intelligence came about in Steven Mithen, The
Prehistory of the Mind: A Search for the Origins of Art, Religion and Science, Thames and Hudson, 1996.
Having examined stone tools as old as 1.4 million years ago, he finds evidence for conscious motor
activity: 1. Motor control: high degree of sensory motor control (Leslie Aiello, 1996) argues that
bipedalism that requires a more complex integrated system of balance than quadrupedal locomotion,
presupposes a complex and highly fractionated nervous system, which in turn presupposes a larger brain;
2. Knowledge: earliest hominids prior to the appearance of handaxes also appear to have had a sufficient
degree of understanding about fracture dynamics to allow the manufacture of handaxes; 3. planning: flake
removals occur sequentially. To make a handaxe one must plan; but one must also be flexible, able to
modify the plan and react to contingencies, such as unexpected flaws in the material and miss-hits.
[cognitive fluidity]; 4. aesthetics: In many handaxes, the removal of fine trimming flakes is a clear
indicator that symmetry was deliberately imposed.
32 Parker & Gibson adopt a slight variance: 1. object to object coordination, one object produced in
consequence of hammering etc.; 2. discovery of new means-end relations, the distinct consequences of a
long chain of actions; 3. organising these in hierarchical sense - diff actions combining functionally in the
context of an overall design; and 4. Abstract mental representation of events (eg. the novel task the action
is intended to solve). S.T. Parker & K. R. Gibson, ‘A developmental model for the evolution of
intelligence and language in hominids’, in Behavioural and Brain Sciences, 2, 367-408.
33 Mithen, 1996, p37. Whether this requires language is debated. Ingold argues there is no need to think
of a plan in the use of techne [see chap 7] The paradox is that the remarkable technological stasis that
endured during the Middle Pleistocene suggests that the technical intelligence these hominids possessed
was quite unknown to them; that it was something excluded from whatever higher level consciousness
that they did possess. Some subsequent arguments that tool use requires language is disputed by Wynn,
who claims it only requires simple beaded use of words not syntax. T. Wynn, ‘Layers of thinking in tool
behaviour’ in T. Ingold & K Gibson, ibid, 1993, p389-406.
34 Merlin Donald, Origins of the modern mind, Cambridge MA: Harvard UP, 1991; and Precis of
Origins of the Modern Mind: Three Stages in the Evolution of Culture and Cognition, Cambridge UP,
1992. And Donald, ‘Human cognitive evolution: What we were, what we are becoming’, in Social
Research, 60:1, 1993, p143-170.
35 As argued by P. Lieberman, On the Origins of Language: An Introduction to the Evolution of Human
Speech, Macmillan, 1975 (See Ft 28 above).
36 The orang-utans being rehabilitated at Camp Leakey in Borneo. Russon’s definition of imitation as
one individual learning new behaviours demonstrated by another accounts for purposive learning directed
to both the form and goals of behaviour. She watched an orang-utan steal a hammock and try to suspend
it between two trees. The primate wrapped the ties several times around trees at the right distance apart
but without the skill to tie knots failed to make it ‘work’. This was successful imitation of goal, materials
used and sequence and choice of behaviours. Ingenuity was further shown through hanging a sack on a
tree branch to swing in, instead of a hammock. Anne E. Russon, Kim A. Bard and Sue Taylor Parker,
Eds., Reaching Into Thought: The Minds of the Great Apes, Cambridge UP, 1996, p153. Chimpanzee
thought processes are computational, Richard Byrne believes and involve some form of reasoning using
representations of the world, notions of the future, and the beliefs of other individuals. The Thinking Ape:
Evolutionary Origins of Intelligence, OUP, 1995.
37 ‘[Apes] have very poor episodic recall, because they cannot self-trigger their memories: that is, they
have great difficulty in gaining voluntarily access to the contents of their own episodic memories
independently of environmental cues... This seems to indicate that they are far less developed than
humans in at least two areas of motor control: the construction of conscious action-models, and the
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independent voluntary retrieval of such models.’ ‘Bright as their event-perceptions reveal them to be, they
cannot express that knowledge. This limitation stems from their inability either to actively shape and
modify their own actions, or to voluntarily access their own stored representations. This might be why
they cannot seem to invent gestures or mimes to communicate even the simplest intention . . .’ Merlin
Donald, Precis of Origins of the Modern Mind: Three Stages in the Evolution of Culture and Cognition,
Cambridge UP, 1992.
38 J. A. Cheyne, ‘... signs appeared in the Late Paleolithic in relative abundance, rather suddenly, in great
variety, and often reflecting great skill. An remarkable number of signs and techniques for producing
appeared almost simultaneously. These include crude scratches and colored blotches, complex enigmatic
signs and, above all, figurative art of surpassing beauty. They are placed on stone, bone, antler, horn,
ivory, clay in small, portable (mobiliary) sculpture and etching and, most spectacularly, as murals
(Parietal Art) on the walls of rock shelters and deep in caves. J. A. Cheyne, ‘Signs of Consciousness:
Speculations on the Psychology of Paleolithic Graphics’,
http://watarts.uwaterloo.ca/~acheyne/signcon.html. [DL 28.7.2002] Cheyne’s main argument is that the
images ‘preceded and produced the very notion of representation itself.’ This argument I characterize as a
multiple factor theory comprising a componential theory of perception, behavioural strategies for positive
identification of ambiguous images, a specialized form of sequential and hierarchical control of finemotor hand-eye coordination emerging from developments in tool construction that led to a "mastering of
the trace," and issues entailed in the sharing and transmission of technology. Randall White prefers the
term ‘representational systems’ to art to avoid the usual bias in terms of human cognitive beginnings
associated with wall representations. He argues that evidence for human cognitive sophistication lies not
in the ‘artistic’ quality of aesthetic objects like cave wall paintings, figurines or beads but the
technological skill and complex organisation of the societies that made them. What is not in dispute is the
huge commitment (labour, construction of scaffolds and technological innovation). White cites the paints,
‘included binders such as calcium-rich cave water, blood, animal and vegetable oils, and egg white, and
extenders such as talc and biotite, often acquired at some distance specifically for the task... . Natural
mineral pigments, primarily hematite and manganese, were thermally treated at temperatures up to 1,000
degrees Celsius.’ Randall White, Prehistoric Art: The Symbolic Journey of Humankind, New York: Harry
N. Abrams, 2003. Cited by Victoria James, ‘Taking shape: Prehistoric art and us: What prehistoric art and
artefacts can tell us about the emergence of modern human behaviour’, The Japan Times: Aug. 17, 2003
39 Howard Gardner reviewing Mithen, writes, ‘I find most convincing Mithen's claim that human
intelligence lies in the capacity to make connections: through using metaphors as Mithen tries to do, for
instance, or through the unexpected juxtaposition of images that make us laugh. To make connections is
to link the various quasi-independent intellectual modules (as one does in learning to attach meanings to
one's own or others' squiggles on a slab of stone or a piece of paper).’ ‘Thinking About Thinking’, New
York Review of Books. 9.10.1997. He notes, ‘This seems a good time to attempt to integrate the separate
intellectual traditions represented by evolutionary psychology, developmental psychology, brain study,
and cognitive archaeology.’ William Calvin, ‘The best indicators of intelligence may be found in the
simpler but less predictable problems that confront animals - those rare or novel situations for which
evolution has not provided a standard response, so that the animal has to improvise, using its intellectual
wherewithal.’ William Calvin, How Brains Think: Evolving Intelligences, Then and Now, Basic Books,
1996, p15.
40 Mithen, 1996, p71. I see no conflict between cognitive fluidity and some measure of cognitive
modality, though Mithen does. Mithen gives cultural examples from modern hunter-gatherers, for
example, Inuit hunt polar bears for food and endow them human qualities, even as ancestors. This social
thinking across boundaries leads Mithen to ask, ‘If - and it is a very big if - these modern hunter-gatherers
are indeed a good analogy for those of the Pleistocene, how could selective pressures have existed to
produce a Swiss Army Knife for the mind?’ 1996, p49. He discusses Howard Gardner’s multiple
intelligences, (discussed later). Each culture tends to emphasize particular intelligences, eg. the high
spatial abilities of the Puluwat people of the Caroline Islands, who use these skills to navigate their
canoes in the ocean. On the basis of studies of brain damaged people he suggests communication is
separate and prior to language use. Individuals with severe aphasia can often communicate but those with
intact semantic and syntactic abilities may, if injured in their non-dominant sphere exhibit gross problems
in communicating intentions and understanding intentions and motivations of others. (This is allied to a
new theory of autism). Another investigator noticed that an opera singer who suffered a stroke which
damaged her right hemisphere couldn't sing the Marseilles but could speak it. He thinks ‘the Early Human
mind appears to have been constructed on the basis of multiple intelligences--specific ways of thinking
and specific types of knowledge dedicated to specific domains of behaviour.’ Steven Mithen, ‘The
Evolution of Imagination: An Archaeological Perspective’, SubStance Vol 30:1&2, 2001, p42. He
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hypothesises that cognitive fluidity later merged these specifics. However the modules are variously at
levels below that of totemic myth.
41 Gerald Edelman explains, ‘Creation of language required the evolution of cortical areas (Broca and
Wernicke) to finely coordinate ‘acoustic, motor, and conceptual areas of the brain by re-entrant
connections …[which] coordinate the production and categorization of speech’; and another layering of
categorisation over conceptualisation that provides ‘the more sophisticated sensorimotor ordering that is
the basis of true syntax.’ Gerald Edelman, Bright Air, Brilliant Fire: On the Matter of Mind, New York,
Basic, 1993, p127.
42 E.R. Kandel & R.D. Hawkins, ‘The biological basis of learning and individuality’, Scientific
American, 267, 1992, p60. Luria had argued the regulatory structure of language grows into the human
brain - particularly the prefrontal cortex based largely just on EEG and lesion data, so there is nothing
especially modern about the idea. A. Luria, The Working Brain, trans. B. Haigh, Penguin, 1973.
43 Susan Greenfield characterises humans the most flexible of all animal species citing the cortex as
somehow related to liberating the individual from fixed, predetermined patterns of behaviour. ‘The more
extensive the cortex, the more an individual will be able to react in a specific, unpredictable fashion . .
[and] be able to think for itself.’ Susan Greenfield, The Human Brain: A Guided Tour, Basic Books,
1977.
44 This concept of ‘cognitive fluidity’ links evolutionary psychology to cognitive linguistics, being
functionally equivalent to the contemporary theory of metaphor, introduced by George Lakoff and Mark
Johnson in, Metaphors We Live By, U of Chicago P, 1980. (Note: conceptual metaphors are distinguished
from linguistic metaphors, the former is a cognitive mapping between two different domains; a linguistic
metaphor expresses such mapping through language.)
45 Mark Turner and Gilles Fauconnier, ’Conceptual Integration Networks’, Cognitive Science 22:2,
1998, p133-87. See also Fauconnier’s, Mental Spaces: Aspects of Meaning Construction in Natural
Language, MIT, 1985. They talk of conceptual blending for the construction of meaning during thought
and action.
46 Jarred Diamond argues that it is not tool use that makes homo sapiens such a unique species in the
animal world but the plasticity of the brain. He uses the notion of cognitive fluidity at an anthropological
scale looking at history earlier than the Neolithic period. The Third Chimpanzee (1992)
47 Rom Harré & Grant Gillett argue human performance has ‘two contexts’ which require fluidity, as, ‘In
relation to the variety of natural situations (which in themselves, favour a high level of flexibility of
response rather than specifiable stereotypy of reactions); and in the light of discursive interaction and
judgments of others on one’s performance. Rom Harré & Grant Gillett, 1994, p65. Harré champions
‘discursive psychology’, a sociological slant, which views human life as a collective activity, in which
individuals work with others to fulfil their intentions and achieve their projects according to local rules
and norms. The notion that sensation, action, and memory become the powers of an ordered human mind
by the acquisition of first person skills of all sorts, especially, linguistic and practical competencies. This
ties in with the thought of Merleau-Ponty and Vygotsky. See also John Shotter, Selfhood and social
accountability, Oxford: Blackwell, 1984. It also influenced by George Herbert Mead who viewed the
mind as the whole organism. His theory of intersubjectivity first conceived the self as socially
constructed, with organism and its environment in a complex state of reciprocal reconstruction (or
dynamic dialectic). Mead thought the self developed in two stages. The first is play: children begin to take
on roles. The second is games: children play games and develop skills of group participation. Followers
have varied in seeing the self as a dynamic self taking roles and a structure internalising roles. Erving
Goffman, influenced by Wittgenstein and Mead, conceived the social as rule following behaviour and that
conceptions of the self, are dependent on legitimation by others. Goffmans's self is an actor capable of not
only viewing own behaviour but directing it.
48 John Skoyles and Dorion Sagan argue human intelligence derives partly from phylogenetic mutation
but more importantly, from ontogenetic neural plasticity and enculturation. John R. Skoyles and Dorion
Sagan, The Evolution of Human Intelligence, McGraw-Hill, 2002.
49 Mark Turner, ‘The Cognitive Study of Art, Language, and Literature’, Poetics Today Vol 23:1, 2002,
p16.
50 Mark Turner, 2002, p16.
51 A. R. Luria, 1973, p93-4.
52 Paul Hernadi offers further distinctions to the argument. ' Since prehistoric times literature has been
serving two complementary functions: to expand the cognitive, emotive, and volitional horizons of human
awareness and to integrate our beliefs, feelings, and desires within the fluid mentality required for
survival in the complex social environments of human organisms.’ Paul Hernadi, ‘Why Is Literature: A
Coevolutionary Perspective on Imaginative Worldmaking’, Poetics Today, 23:1, 2002, p22.
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53 Robert Logan discusses different languages: ‘Mathematics and writing arose at exactly the same point
in time around 3000 BC. They were part of a notational system to record commercial transactions to deal
with the information overload brought about by the rapid increase in the administration and trade of
agricultural commodities in the city states of Sumer. Writing and mathematics, the second and third
languages after speech, immediately gave rise to the world's first formal schools to teach the new skills
associated with these two languages. Schools required teachers who conducted scholarship and
specialized study which in turn generated a new information overload. The fourth language, science,
emerged approximately 1000 years later. It represents an organized form of knowledge which brought a
new level of order to the information overload created by writing and math.’ Robert K. Logan, ‘The
Extended Mind: Understanding Language and Thought in Terms of Complexity and Chaos Theory’,
http://www.upscale.utoronto.ca/GeneralInterest/Logan/Extended/Extended.html [DL 18.3.2000]. This
extends the argument from Robert K. Logan, The Fifth Language: Learning a Living in the Computer
Age, Stoddart, 1995. I’d argue that from his approach, poetry is a language as well.
54 For why syntax is the core of language see Chapter 4 of Steven Pinker, The Language Instinct,
William Morrow & Co., 1994. Bickerton believes a proto-language of words without syntax was in use
two million years ago.
55 Chomsky has recently changed tack on not exploring the origins of his Universal Grammar, and
worked with Marc Hauser and W. Tecumseh Fitch on how language evolved. M.D. Hauser, N. Chomsky,
& W. T. Fitch, ‘The faculty of language: What is it, who has it, and how did it evolve?’ Science, 298,
2002, p1569-1579. Marc Hauser, a psychologist, believes that systems for the basis of language, the
perception and generation of sound, are present in other animals. Those systems did not evolve for
language and were co-opted. The essence of language is syntax generated by a combinatorial system in
the brain, which generates vast combinations of meanings due to recursion, the mind's ability to bud one
phrase off another into the syntax of an elaborate sentence. Though recursion is not seen in animals, it
could have developed, the authors say, from some other brain system, like the one animals use for
navigation. Hauser suggests that constructing a sentence, and travelling past a series of landmarks could
involve a similar series of neural computations.
56 William Calvin suggests that language may have co-evolved in humans along with natural selection
for the capacity to perform complex ballistic movements such as clubbing, hammering, and throwing.
These are movements performed rapidly and once initiated, cannot be modified being too fast for
neuronal feedback to make adjustments. Speech production required lip, tongue, jaw and larynx to
perform such a coordinated movement. Calvin notes that ‘major lines of evidence point to cortical
specialisation for sequencing, and . . . suggest that the lateral language area has a lot to do with it.’
William H. Calvin, ‘The Emergence of Intelligence’, Scientific American Oct. 1994, p83. See also
Calvin, ‘The unitary hypothesis: A common neural circuitry for novel manipulations, language, planahead, and throwing?’ in Tim Ingold and Kathleen R. Gibson Eds., 1993, p230-250. Calvin argues that if
mouth movements rely on the same sequencing that ballistic hand movements do, then enhancements in
language skills might improve dexterity, and vice versa. And we do forget that speech is mouth gesture.
However Calvin does not explain why there was such a time lag prior to the Paleolithic cultural
explosion. See Mary LeCron Foster, ‘The Problem of Origins’, Reviews in Anthropology, V24:4, 1996,
p240.
57 Mithen notes that first stone tool technology made its first appearance 2·5 million years ago (the same
time as brain size began see above). In the past 100 000 years innovation we would recognise as human
occurred with stone tools, the first evidence of symbolic behaviour, body ornamentation, art and ritualised
burial. These changes are key to the origin of the modern human mind.
58 I use the term embodied but sympathise with Maxine Sheets-Johnstone who wants to return to a strict
phenomenology and avoid vague terms like, ‘having a body’, ‘lived body’ or even ‘embodied’ (which she
suggests packaged in a body) The Primacy of Movement, Advances in Consciousness Research Series 14.
Philadelphia: John Benjamins 1999, p358-361. She prefers the term animate. Varela, Thomson and
Rosch, use the term ‘enaction’ for embodied action, The Embodied Mind, MIT Press, 1991, p173. Speech
may be a spandrel for hammering a stone or throwing a spear but it is natural. Miller and Gildea note that
people learn words best in the context of ordinary communication. By listening, talking, and reading, the
average 17-year-old has learned vocabulary at a rate of 5,000 words per year (13 per day) for over 16
years. By contrast, learning words from abstract definitions and sentences taken out of the context of
normal use, the way vocabulary has often been taught, is slow and generally unsuccessful (much of what
is taught turns out to be useless in practice). C.A. Miller & P.M. Gildea, ‘How children learn words’
Scientific American, 257 (3), 1987, p9499.
59 Christopher Gauker discusses Locke’s two accounts of how general ideas are produced in the mind.
The abstraction theory - the idea Man is abstracted from the ideas of particular people; and the
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composition theory - the idea of gold is produced through a composite of simple ideas, yellowness,
heaviness etc. He suggests these two accounts cannot be combined in a unified theory of ideas. Gauker
suggests language and attributions of belief and meaning play a large role in social cooperative
interaction. Christopher Gauker, Thinking Out Loud: An Essay on the Relation between Thought and
Language, Princeton UP, 1994.
60 Language acquisition, even when it does involve learning, is remarkably rapid. At birth, a child
differentiates the mother's language from any other, which suggests that rapid language acquisition occurs
in the womb.Michael C. Corballis, From Hand to Mouth: The Origins of Language, Princeton UP, 2002.
His gestural theory of language origins follows the 18th-century French philosopher de Condillac.
61 Vervet monkeys use different alarm calls for air and land predators and for leopards compared to
snakes, which has been cited as evidence for symbolic referential capabilities in primates. Seyfarth, R.M.;
Cheney, D.L.; Marler, P. (1980). 'Vervet monkey alarm calls: semantic communication in a free-ranging
primate.' Animal Behaviour. 28:1070-1094. If they hear a tape recording they only look in the grass for
snake or in the air for birds). This is primitive language but does not using abstract concepts that they can
manipulate, independent of space and time or abstract them.
62 Colin Falck, Myth, Truth and Literature: Towards a True Post-Modernism, Cambridge UP, 2nd
edition, 1994, p115. He suggests this has implications for understanding the natural world through myth,
‘Since all language must be based in gesture, and must arise out of a dawning consciousness of bodily
power and its limitations, the gods and cosmic forces which populate myths can perhaps best be seen as
satisfying a pre-objective need to give form and comprehensibility to powers or agencies which lie
outside our human power or agency and which it must be among the first function of a developing
language to try to come to terms with.’ p116.
63 Merleau-Ponty, 1962, p183.
64 Herder thought language and thought are inseparable. John Zammito thinks Herder was as important a
philosopher as his teacher, Kant, though ‘the pre-critical Kant’ prior to the first Critique of 1781 was
similar. Herder later criticised Kant for ignoring language and artificially creating dichotomies in the
mind. John H. Zammito, Kant, Herder, and the Birth of Anthropology, Chicago: U of Chicago P, 2002.
65 David Abram, The Spell of the Sensuous: perception and language in a more-than-human world,
Pantheon, 1996, p83. (His work is discussed in later chapters.)
66 Chomsky, 2002, p24.
67 He wrote ‘Language is (in its very essence) not a product but an activity. Its true definition can
therefore only be a genetic one; it is the ever-repeated workings of the mind towards making the
articulated sound capable of giving expression to thought.' Humboldt, quoted by Danny Alford, ‘Reality,
Mind, and Language as Field wave and Particle’, January, 1981. http://www.enformy.com/dma-rml.htm.
68 Pierce system was Icon (referring by resemblance); index, (referring by being affected by the object);
and symbol involving convention or habit. See J. Buchler Ed., Writings of Peirce, Dover, 1955, p98-119.
69 Deacon, 1997. He this takes a realist position of the development and application of our symbolic
systems – though the nature of the tie between the world, thought and brain events is still a mystery, and
so is the development of language – how did the first human to use language make any sense. Deacon
suggests it was gradual development with a mix of vocalisations, gestures and use of objects, (p407). The
leap was symbolic reference, a conventional code linking objects with words -without any physical
connection. This differs from both iconic reference, where the calls are a resemblance of something we
notice, and indexical reference where the signal is causally linked to the sign that it depicts. Deacon
hypothesises that genetic variations that rendered brains more adept at crude language were favoured and
that language began as a cognitive adaptation with genetic assimilation as language and brain co-evolved.
The child's mind does not embody innate language structures. Rather, language has come to embody the
predispositions of the child's mind. Deacon, 1997.
70 Though in themselves the sounds of language are meaningless, they can be recombined in different
ways to yield thousands of words, each distinct in meaning.... In just the same way, a finite stock of
words... can be combined to produce an infinite number of sentences. Nothing remotely like this is found
in animal communication. Derek Bickerton, Language and Species, p15-16.
71 ‘Coulmas's point is valid, but it has to be put in proper perspective. The move from mnemonic devices
to numbers and from pictures to pictograms established a distinctive kind of convention, but not
convention itself.’ Joseph Catalano, Thinking Matter: Consciousness... Routledge, 2000, p53. Jonathan
Culler, ‘If a cave man is successfully to inaugurate language by making a special grunt signifying 'food,'
we must suppose that the grunt is already distinguished from other grunts and that the world has already
been divided into the categories 'food' and 'non-food’.' Jonathan Culler, On Deconstruction, Ithaca:
Cornell UP, 1982, p96
72 Flurian Coulmas, The Writing Systems of the World, Blackwell, 1989, p9.
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73 Michael D. Coe, Breaking the Mayan Code, Thames and Hudson, 1992, p26-9.
74 ‘However, picture writing even in its more elementary stage is more that a picture. It differs from
picturing, which is the beginning of pure pictorial representation or art, in the fact that David Diringer,
The Alphabet, 3rd ed. Funk and Wagnalls, 1978, p10.
75 Terrence W. Deacon, The Symbolic Species: The Co-Evolution of Language and the Brain, W.W.
Norton & Company, 1997, p345.
76 Deacon, 1997, p111. Deacon argues ‘modern humans need the language parasite in order to flourish
and reproduce, just as much as it needs humans to reproduce. Consequently, each has evolved with
respect to the other.’ p113.
77 Richard Dawkins says, ‘When I proposed memes, it was not quite a joke, but it wasn’t really intended
to be a contribution to the theory of human culture, it was really just to say Darwinism is a more general
theory than most people realise, it’s not just about genes, it’s about anything self-replicating. And memes
are a suggested alternative self-replicating entity. They are the equivalent of genes in human culture,
they’re ideas or clothes fashions or something like that. Susan Blackmore argues that memes were the
decisive factor in the evolution of modern humans. Susan Blackmore thinks that our large brains and our
memetic abilities co-evolved together. If you had a bigger brain you’d be better at imitation, and if you
were good at imitation you’d be better able to pick up memes, and so on. ‘The Descent of Man Episode 3:
Is Anyone in There?’ The Science Show, ABC Radio National 2000, Produced by Tom Morton. See her
The Meme Machine, OUP, 1999. The question is do memes fit into the evolutionary algorithm of
variation, selection and heredity? Here there is disagreement.
78 Israel Rosenfield, The Strange, Familiar, and Forgotten: An anatomy of Consciousness, Alfred A.
Knopf, 1992, p82.
79 Steven Mithen, ‘Handaxes and Ice Age Carvings: Hard Evidence for the Evolution of Consciousness’
ibid.
80 Mithen, ‘Handaxes . . .’ ibid. ‘Modern humans, especially those after 50,000 years ago, learned how to
overcome those evolutionary constraints by exploiting material culture, by telling stories, and performing
rituals as a means to offload and provide cognitive anchors for ideas that have no natural home within the
evolved mind. In this regard, the modern brain is unlikely to be significantly different from that of a
Neanderthal. But it is linked into the world of human culture that augments and extends its powers in
remarkable ways.’ Mithen, 2001, p51.
81 Derek Bickerton, 1990.
82 McCrone stresses the interaction between culturally-evolved thought habits and the natural thinking
and reasoning powers of the animal brain with the claim that speech and speech-enabled habits of thought
are things that 'grow into the brain' during development. Thus the two forces genetic and cultural merge
and the boundary becomes blurred as the ‘software’ effects changes in the ‘hardware’. John McCrone, ‘A
Bifold Model of Freewill’, version of paper that appeared in the Journal of Consciousness Studies,
August 1999. http://www.btinternet.com/~neuronaut/webtwo_features_freewill.htm. [DL 6.9.2001]. The
bifold idea first aired in John McCrone, The Myth of Irrationality, Macmillan, 1993.
83 John McCrone, 1999. As Stewart and Cohen state, ‘Language and intelligence evolved together, both
being inextricably linked to culture.’ Ian Stewart and Jack Cohen, Figments of Reality, Cambridge UP,
p10.
84 Merleau-Ponty, The Primacy of Perception, Trans. James M. Edie, Northwestern UP, 1964, p8.
85 Andy Clark, Being There, Cambridge, MA, MIT Press, 1997, p207.
86 Noam Chomsky, ‘Language and Freedom’ in Literature in Revolution, Ed. GA White & C Newman,
Holt, Rhinehart & Winston, 1972, p23. In his writings from the 1820s, Wilhelm von Humboldt makes
extensive use of the expression ‘organic’ and ‘organism’ in relation to language. In his last unfinished
work on Kawi language of Java he argued that the inner structure of a language reflects the spirit of it
speakers (inverse to the Whorf-Sapir hypothesis). Though for all three meaning and consciousness were
factors in the study of language.
87 Generative linguistics begins from this insight and looks at the elaborate system of rules and structures
so powerful that Chomsky argues language cannot be derived from experience but must be innate,
presumably in our genes. Noam Chomsky posited a generative linguistics, that the ability to learn the
rules of grammar is innate (contested by some linguists) but never explained how that innateness arose. In
a famous review of Skinner's Behaviourism in 1959, Noam Chomsky argued that Associationism could
not possibly explain human language. Children learn it too fast, and on such incomplete evidence, and
there are so many odd parallels between different languages, that the only plausible explanation is an
innate and dedicated ‘language organ’. The Chomskyan ‘syntax module’ has outputs but no input and is
different from other modular theories.
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88 Steven Pinker argues that language is an instinct and humans have a specialised ‘language acquisition
device.’ The Language Instinct, Morrow, 1994.
89 Edelman, 1992, p241-252. Evidence against includes a lack of a homologue in other primates, S. Ragir
Ragir, ‘Adaptationist and Nativist positions on language origins: A critique’, in Language Origin: A
Multidisciplinary Approach, Ed., J. Wind, B. Chiarelli, B. Bichakjian and A. Nocentini, Dordrecht:
Kluwer Academic, 1992 p39-48. One difficulty is that the genome, which codes for protein manufacture
cannot possibly code for wiring brain circuitry. A gene is just instructions to make a protein and we only
have 30,000 but the brain has 100 billion cells, though it is the connections between that count - up to
100,000 to any one brain cell giving vast numbers of permutations. Any given neuron is within 6 or 7
synapses of any other neuron, though it probably doesn't have much influence more than one or two
synapses down the line. Chomsky has not discussed where the innate module comes from. William H.
Calvin and Derek Bickerton try to presents a synthesis showing how a universal, innate language faculty
could have been produced on basis of evolutionary theory. Lingua ex machina: Reconciling Darwin and
Chomsky with the Human Brain, MIT, 2000. They argue that innate human capacity to acquire language
was selected via Darwinian processes, and prodded the evolution of language and syntax in an
adaptationist biological direction. Their argument that language evolved like the eye is overstated though.
Biological adaptation of brain structures is just one mechanism behind the emergence of complex syntax.
90 Jerry Fodor hypothesised that propositions represent internal and external environments in
linguistically transparent ways but evidence for this hasn’t emerged. J. A. Fodor, The Language of
Thought, New York: Crowell, 1975, was very important for a starting point of many issues in cognitive
science. And Representations: Philosophical Essays on the Foundations of Cognitive Science,
Cambridge, MA: MIT Press. 1981. See also The modularity of mind: An essay on faculty psychology,
Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 1983. The jury is still out on whether cognitive capacities are modular.
Steven Pinker, also suggests it is symbol-based (mentalese) information processing which makes humans
intelligent. Steven Pinker, How the Mind Works, Penguin Press, 1997. However while I am sympathetic
to a modular model of cognition, connectionism’s models of computational mechanism suggest
grammatical information may be from apparently impoverished input, and the Chomskian position is
struggling. The innateness hypothesis cannot explain how a genome has enough information to code for
the precise brain circuitry, which a Chomskian approach would seem to demand. See J. Elman, E. Bates,
M. Johnson, A. Karmiloff-Smith, D. Parisi, & K. Plunkett, Rethinking Innateness, Cambridge,
Massachusetts: MIT Press, 1996. Mentalese is also called LOTH, The Language of Thought Hypothesis
arguing token mental representations are like sentences in a language in their syntactic and semantic
constituent structure, i.e. mental representations that are the direct "objects" of attitudes are structurally
complex symbols whose complexity lends itself to a syntactic and semantic analysis. But there is no
evidence the brain works by using the same semantic categories as language. And one cannot link a
neuron’s activity to a thought, concept, word or experience. A broader issue is how Chomsky and Fodor
isolate syntax from the pragmatics of language and lack of evidence for the Universal Grammar, though
Fodor asserts that, ‘the failure of our AI is, in effect, the failure of the Classical Computational Theory of
Mind to perform well in practice.’ Jerry Fodor, The Mind Doesn’t Work That Way: The Scope and Limits
of Computational Psychology, MIT Press, 2000, p38. The key question is whether language ability is
innate and of genetic origins (Chomsky, Pinker and Bickerton). Derek Bickerton advances an explicitly
exaptationist position that syntax (which has a complexity involving much more than recursion and much
of which is invisible to us) is built on pre-existent non-linguistic structures. Derek Bickerton, ‘How
protolanguage became language’ in The Evolutionary Emergence of Language: Social function and the
origins of linguistic form, Ed., C. Knight, M. Studdert-Kennedy and J. Hurford, Cambridge UP, 2000.
Argued for in Steven Pinker & Paul Bloom, ‘Natural Language and Natural Selection’, Behavioral and
Brain Sciences, 13, 1990, p707-784. Or is language emergent from more general human capacities, such
as, abstraction, learning and cultural interactions (Deacon; Ingold, Lakoff & Johnson who argue against
narrowly biological adaptationist accounts of language evolution). It’s at the heart of the ongoing
nature/nurture argument between empiricists (tabula rasa) (Locke, Lakoff, Ingold) and Nativists (Pinker
and Gazzaniga). The broad scaffolding of the brain is built by genetic mechanisms, which also control
almost independently the specifications of what connects to what, but the details of cortical arrangements
might be left to experiential effects. However, the so-called experiential effects are merely brain activity,
not necessarily encoded information from the environment M.S. Gazzaniga, The Mind’s Past, Berkeley:
U of California P, 1998, p46.
91 Descartes argued God implanted ideas that experience could not provide and a method of
introspection. See Noam Chomsky, Cartesian Linguistics: A Chapter in the History of Rational Thought,
Harper and Row, 1966. George Lakoff & Mark Johnson, Philosophy In The Flesh: The Embodied Mind
and Its Challenge to Western Thought, Basic Books, 1999, p470-1.
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92 George Lakoff, 1987, p368. Sheets-Johnstone states. ‘Meanings are generated by an animal’s bodily
comportment, movement and orientation... semanticity is a built-in of bodily life.’ The Roots of Thinking,
1990, p122-3.
93 His first realisation that his Platonic attempt to uncover logical forms of thought which define what
can be said about the world had failed was in the Tractatus itself, ‘The tacit conventions on which the
understanding of everyday language depends are enormously complicated.’ ‘Everyday language is a part
of the human organism and is no less complicated than it. It is not humanly possible to gather
immediately from it what the logic of language is. Language disguises thought. So much so, that from the
outward form of the clothing it is impossible to infer the form of the thought beneath it, because the
outward form of the clothing is not designed to reveal the form of the body, but for entirely different
purposes. The tacit conventions on which the understanding of everyday language depends are
enormously complicated.’ Tractatus Logico-Philosophicus, 4.002, London: Routledge and Kegan Paul,
1922.
94 Wittgenstein, 1953, no.23
95 ‘Ludwig Wittgenstein, Culture and Value’ in Marjorie Perloff, Wittgenstein's Ladder: Poetic
Language and the Strangeness of the Ordinary, U of Chicago P, 1996. Extracts at
http://wings.buffalo.edu/epc/authors/perloff/witt_intro.html [DL 23.9.2002]
96 Ludwig Wittgenstein, 1922, #5.62.
97 Ludwig Wittgenstein, 1922, #5.63.
98 Marjorie Perloff, 1996, p130.
99 It is 'only in the stream of thought and life [that our] words have meaning' (Philosophical
Investigations 173). ‘In order to get clear about aesthetic words, you have to describe ways of living.’
Lectures and Conversations on Aesthetics, Psychology and Religious Belief, Ed Cyril Barrett, U of
California P, p11.
100 Vygotsky, 1987, p47.
101 John Stewart, Language as Articulate Contact: Toward A Post-Semiotic Philosophy of
Communication, Albany: SUNY, 1995, p6-7.
102 ‘I must admit that, in previous works, I gave rise to the misunderstanding that semiotics should not
take any interest in processes of referring . . .’ Umberto Eco, Kant and the Platypus: Essays on Language
and Cognition, Vintage, 1999, ft 5, p420.
103 . If all words have to be learned by an example of what they refer to, words for private sensations like
'pain' could never be learned. But they are. He then argues that private sensations are not mental things.
There are no mental objects to play the role of exemplars even if we could overcome the impossibility of
using someone's else's private experience as an exemplar for learning a word. Rather, we learn words
such as 'pain' by being taught to substitute a verbal expression for a natural expression of pain. The
painful feeling is not evidence for a claim that one is in pain. Rather part of what it is to be in pain is to be
disposed to groan and express one's feeling in other ways.
104 See David S Wilson, Carolyn Wilxzynski, Alexandra Wells, and Laura Weiser, Gossip and Other
Aspects of Language as Group-Level Adaptation’, in Celia Heyes & Ludwig Huber Eds., The Evolution
of Cognition, MIT, 2000.
105 Merleau-Ponty, Sense and Non-Sense, Trans. Hubert L. Dreyfus & Patricia Allen Dreyfus trans.
Northwestern UP, 1964.
106 Paul Carter on the conversation between about 1,000 Europeans and 1,000 Eora here January 1788.
Paul Carter, The Calling to Come, Museum Of Sydney Publication, 1996, p3.
107 Edward Sapir, The Selected Writings of Edward Sapir, Berkeley, U of Los Angeles P, 1951, p162.
108 Merlin Donald, Origins of the Modern Mind: Three Stages in the Evolution of Culture and Cognition,
Cambridge, MA: Harvard UP, 1991, p35. Merlin Donald suggests human projects are possible without
language He cites the capabilities of congenitally deaf who have not yet developed (so far as anyone can
tell) a natural language ie, signing; and the example of Brother John who has epileptic seizures that do not
render him unconscious or immobile, but totally aphasic. Yet he can ‘still record the episodes of life,
assess events, assign meanings and thematic roles to agents in various situations, acquire and execute
complex skills, learn and remember how to behave in a variety of settings.’ ibid, p89. , Julian Jaynes and
Howard Margolis think they are tied together. Jaynes, The Origins of Consciousness in the Breakdown of
the Bicameral Mind, Boston: Houghton Mifflin, 1976; Margolis, Patterns, Thinking and Cognition, U of
Chicago P, 1987. They suggest that language provides reminders to maintain the long-term projects
which only humans plan and carry out.
109 ‘... one in which each of the characters has a specific role to perform. There is a finite and indeed
very short list of these roles. Not all linguists are agreed as to exactly what they are, but most, if not all,
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would include the role of Agent . . Patient or Theme... Goal . . .Source... Instrument... Beneficiary as well
time and place.’ Bickerton, 1990, p66.
110 ‘we still treat our ordinary everyday, creative use of language - what we do continuously and
spontaneously in our daily practical affairs - as an utter mystery, quite unamenable to any kind of rational
study known to us. The idea that we make different ways of being ourselves to ourselves available to
ourselves in our dialogues, is inaccessible to us.’ John Shotter, ‘Wittgenstein in Practice: From ‘The Way
of Theory’ to a “Social Poetics’, in C.W. Tolman, F. Cherry, R. van Hezewijk, and I. Lubek, Eds.,
Problems of Theoretical Psychology, York, Ontario: Captus Press, 1997. Shotter asserts ‘Joint action has
2 major features: unintended and unpredictable outcomes but, nevertheless, the action has an intentional
quality to it.’ Conversational Realities: Constructing Life through Language, Sage, 1993, p39.
111 Marx-Engels Reader, ed. Robert C. Tucker 2d ed., 1978, p158.
112 Christopher Gaulker ‘How to learn language like a chimpanzee’, Philosophical Psychology 3, No1,
31-53, 1990, p31. Ruth Millikan also asserts that a natural ontology of language is an ecosystem of public
acts not abstract private competence externalised used by embodied social beings to co-order their
awareness of and action in the world. Over time, in partially or wholly closed communities, multiple
intersecting genres and discourses bring forth ‘a language’ for communication necessary for social
primates. Ruth Millikan, ‘Naturalist reflections on knowledge’ Pacific Philosophical Quarterly 65, 1984,
p315—334. See also On Clear and Confused Ideas: An Essay about Substance Concepts, Cambridge:
Cambridge UP, 2000.
113 Heidegger thought speech is: (1) A faculty, an activity and achievement of humans; (2) The operation
of the instruments for communication and hearing; (3) The expression and communication of emotions
accompanied by thoughts in the service of information; and (4) A representing and portraying of the real
and unreal. Heidegger, 'The Way to Language" in On the Way to Language, trans. P.D. Hertz, Harper &
Row, 1972, p21.
114 Neuro-imaging has recently found that the human brain responds to words with highly distributed
patterns of activity - words are not decoded within a single module such as Wernicke's area but rouse
activity in far flung corners of the cortex. So for example, when subjects are shown a black and white
drawing of an object like a pencil and asked to associate either an action or a colour with it, saying yellow
stirs the colour processing areas of the visual pathways while saying write stirs motion perception areas.
A. Martin, J.V., Haxby, F,M., Lalonde, C.L,, Wiggs, & L.G., Ungerleider, 'Discrete cortical regions
associated with knowledge of color and knowledge of action', Science, 270, 1995, p102-5. The brain
processes language in individual ways with highly distributed patterns of activity, George Ojermann
states, ‘everyone’s network is unique.’ He has localised language centres in over 200 people (through the
course of brain surgery for epilepsy treatment). There are two central areas in the brain for language
processing; Werncike’s Area, crucial for speech comprehension, and Broca’s Area which is crucial for
speech production; both require the awareness of consciousness for normal language performance. There
are also key intersections but there are also many other localised areas and he has never found the same
mosaic. George A. Ojemann, ‘Cortical organization of language’ in Journal of Neuroscience 11:22812287, August 1991. For further evidence of the complexity see Antonio R. Damasio & Daniel Tranel,
‘Nouns and verbs are retrieved with differently distributed neural systems’, Proceedings of the National
Academy of Sciences (U.S.A.) 90:4957-4760, 1 June, 1993. Language is not as widely distributed as
music or sex though. ‘Only two activities light up the whole brain, sex. We are only species where sex
has this effect, the other is music, it engages the whole person in a remarkable way.’ Anne Boyd, ‘Big
Ideas: Dots on the Landscape, Ep 2. Looking over our Shoulder, Radio National, 29.1.2002.
115 When subjects are shown a black and white drawing of an object like a pencil and asked to associate
either an action or a colour with it, saying yellow stirs the colour processing areas of the visual pathways
while saying write stirs motion perception areas. A Martin, eta al, ibid. Ekman et al argue that current
knowledge of the localisation of language offers no evidence that humans are born with neural
mechanisms pre-specified solely for language processing. ‘The dramatic results of experiments involving
transplanting and rewiring bits of cortex to other regions...argue strongly against solutions which depend
upon innately specified populations of neurons pre-rewired for complex cognitive functions such as
language.’ Elman ibid, p19.
116 Nancy Nersessian asserts, ‘the perceptual system is employed in reasoning processes of great
significance to human existence. Further, studies of expert/novice reasoning establish that skill in
modelling develops in the course of learning.’ Kenneth Craik introduced the notion that mental modelling
is an important part of everyday reasoning. he thought people undertake thought-experiments on internal
models. K. Craik, The Nature of Explanation, Cambridge: Cambridge UP, 1943. See also P. N. JohnsonLaird, Mental Models, Harvard UP, 1983. Humans have extended its use to more esoteric situations, such
as scientific reasoning.’ Nersessian, 1998, p111. But even here the models bring important tacit
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knowledge much of it based on ‘embodiment’, embodied experience. See David Gooding, Experiment
and the Making of Meaning, Dordrecht: Kluwer, 1990. Mental modelling is present in ‘prototypes’
concept formation and ‘idealised cognitive models’ in language. See George Lakoff, Women, Fire, and
Other Dangerous Things, Chicago: U of Chicago P, 1987.
117 L. Vygotsky, Thought and Language, Cambridge, MA: The M.I.T. Press 1962, p217-18. Thus, 'the
structure of speech does not simply mirror the structure of thought; that is why words cannot be put on by
thought like a ready-made garment' (p219). Every thought moves, grows and develops, fulfils a function,
solves a problem.’
118 He calls language 'a slingshot that has launched [Man] far beyond all other earthly species in the
power to look ahead and reflect.’ Daniel Dennet, Kinds of Minds: Toward an Understanding of , Basic
Books, 1996, p147.
119 Robert Logan writes, ‘Language is a tool which extended the brain and made it more effective thus
creating the mind as well as the species of Homo sapiens sapiens.’ Logan also hypothesises three major
stages in hominid cognition: manual praxic articulation (tool making/use); social/emotional intelligence
(social interaction); and pre-verbal communication (use of hand signals, mime, gesture and prosodic
vocalization).
120 Andy Clark, 1997, p194.
121 John Stewart, 1995, p31.
122 Walter Ong, Ramus., ibid. 1958, p287, 291.
123 Harris, 1998, p11. Our idea of language is a by product of interiorisation of personhood, and
emergence of Western concept of the individual. We began to look inside the human rather than wider
social sphere. Each of us is supposed to come independently equipped with language module, speaking is
seen as implementing of linguistic rules. Language now has acquired the status of an institution since we
are taught to write. As Harris states, ‘The influence of writing on modern ideas and practices of language
cannot be overestimated.’ Roy Harris, The Language Makers, Duckworth, 1980, p6. He wrote we
suppose ‘the purpose of writing is to give voice, to speak our thoughts. Thought is supposed to be prior to
writing: it is mysterious, hidden, and incorporeal, whereas writing is extroverted, visible and embodies.
Contemporary literary theory has called this assumption into question...’ The Origin of Writing, London:
Duckworth, 1986, p45.
124 1. traditional, made up of Particles or parts ‘separated one from the other and added like bricks on a
row.’ It is static like ‘separate 'frames' in a moving-picture film.’ 2. made up of Waves following one
another. A dynamic of ‘behavioural movement merging one into another in intricate, overlapping,
complex systems.’ 3. as a total Field, seeing language as a functional system of parts and classes of parts
so interrelated that no parts occur apart from their function in the total whole, which in turn occurs only as
the product of these parts in functional relation to a meaningful social environment. Holistic nature of
world. Phonetics reveals that words cannot be heard as discrete units and are wavelike -phonemes too
fuse into others. From the wave view indeterminacy is an essential part of language. Like physicists,
psychologists, and philosophers, then, linguists too are urged to adopt the three fundamentally different
approaches simultaneously in their investigation of language facts. Kenneth Pike, ‘Language as Particle,
Wave, and Field’, The Texas Quarterly 2:2, 1959.
125
Clark, 1997, p193-4
126
Stewart & Cohen, ibid, p10.
127
Mithen, Handaxes, ibid.
128
Mark Turner, ‘The Cognitive Study of Art, Language, and Literature’ Poetics Today Vol 23:1, 2002,
p16. There are authors who claim an earlier symbolic revolution. Ian Watts specialises in the archaeology
of ochre and argues that the real ‘transition’ occurred much earlier: ‘the MSA2b [c 100,000-75,000 BP in
Africa] witnessed the most significant suite of behavioural changes seen in the course of the Upper
Pleistocene.’ The Evolution of Culture: An Interdisciplinary View, Ed., Robin Dunbar, Chris Knight &
Camilla Power, Edinburgh UP, 1999, p120.
129
Andy Clark, 1997, p207. Heidegger though despite his acknowledgement of the power of language did
not realise this interior scaffolding. He thought speech is: (1) A faculty, an activity and achievement of
humans; (2) The operation of the instruments for communication and hearing; (3) The expression and
communication of emotions accompanied by thoughts in the service of information; and (4) A
representing and portraying of the real and unreal. Heidegger, 'The Way to Language’, 1972, p21.
130
Christopher Gaulker ‘How to learn language like a chimpanzee’, Philosophical Psychology 3, No1,
31-53, 1990, p31. Ruth Millikan also asserts that a natural ontology of language is an ecosystem of public
acts not abstract private competence externalised used by embodied social beings to co-order their
awareness of and action in the world. Over time, in partially or wholly closed communities, multiple
intersecting genres and discourses bring forth ‘a language’ for communication necessary for social
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primates. Ruth Millikan, Language, Thought, and Other Biological Categories: New Foundations for
Realism, Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 1984.
131
His first realisation that his Platonic attempt to uncover logical forms of thought which define what
can be said about the world had failed was in the Tractatus itself, ‘The tacit conventions on which the
understanding of everyday language depends are enormously complicated.’ ‘Everyday language is a part
of the human organism and is no less complicated than it. It is not humanly possible to gather
immediately from it what the logic of language is. Language disguises thought. So much so, that from the
outward form of the clothing it is impossible to infer the form of the thought beneath it, because the
outward form of the clothing is not designed to reveal the form of the body, but for entirely different
purposes. The tacit conventions on which the understanding of everyday language depends are
enormously complicated.’ Wittgenstein, Tractatus Logico-Philosophicus, 4.002.
132
‘The term 'language game' is meant to bring into prominence the fact that the speaking of language is
part of an activity, or of a form of life.’ Wittgenstein, Investigations, S23.
133
If all words have to be learned by an example of what they refer to, words for private sensations like
'pain' could never be learned. But they are. He then argues that private sensations are not mental things.
There are no mental objects to play the role of exemplars even if we could overcome the impossibility of
using someone's else's private experience as an exemplar for learning a word. Rather, we learn words
such as 'pain' by being taught to substitute a verbal expression for a natural expression of pain. The
painful feeling is not evidence for a claim that one is in pain. Rather part of what it is to be in pain is to be
disposed to groan and express one's feeling in other ways.
134
See David S Wilson, Carolyn Wilxzynski, Alexandra Wells, and Laura Weiser, Gossip and Other
Aspects of Language as Group-Level Adaptation’, in Celia Heyes & Ludwig Huber Eds., The Evolution
of Cognition, MIT, 2000.
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patterns of activity - words are not decoded within a single module such as Wernicke's area but rouse
activity in far flung corners of the cortex. So for example, when subjects are shown a black and white
drawing of an object like a pencil and asked to associate either an action or a colour with it, saying yellow
stirs the colour processing areas of the visual pathways while saying write stirs motion perception areas.
A. Martin, J.V., Haxby, F,M., Lalonde, C.L,, Wiggs, & L.G., Ungerleider, 'Discrete cortical regions
associated with knowledge of color and knowledge of action', Science, 270, 1995, p102-5. The brain
processes language in individual ways with highly distributed patterns of activity, George Ojermann
states, ‘everyone’s network is unique.’ He has localised language centres in over 200 people (through the
course of brain surgery for epilepsy treatment). There are two central areas in the brain for language
processing; Werncike’s Area, crucial for speech comprehension, and Broca’s Area which is crucial for
speech production; both require the awareness of consciousness for normal language performance. There
are also key intersections but there are also many other localised areas and he has never found the same
mosaic. George A. Ojemann, ‘Cortical organization of language’ in Journal of Neuroscience 11:22812287, August 1991. For further evidence of the complexity see Antonio R. Damasio & Daniel Tranel,
‘Nouns and verbs are retrieved with differently distributed neural systems, Proceedings of the National
Academy of Sciences (U.S.A.) 90:4957-4760, 1 June, 1993. Language is not as widely distributed as
music or sex though. ‘Only two activities light up the whole brain, sex. We are only species where sex
has this effect, the other is music, it engages the whole person in a remarkable way.’ Anne Boyd, ‘Big
Ideas: Dots on the Landscape, Ep 2. Looking over our Shoulder, Radio National, 29.1.2002.
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When subjects are shown a black and white drawing of an object like a pencil and asked to associate
either an action or a colour with it, saying yellow stirs the colour processing areas of the visual pathways
while saying write stirs motion perception areas. A Martin, eta al, ibid. Ekman et al argue that current
knowledge of the localisation of language offers no evidence that humans are born with neural
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the world of human culture that augments and extends its powers in remarkable ways.’ Mithen, Chapter
One, ‘Life, Death, and Time’, 2001, p51.
139
Mithen, ‘Handaxes’, ibid.
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Chapter 3 Language as Intrinsically Poetic
3.1

Concepts

3.2

Metaphor

3.3

Poetry and Knowledge

Box 3

Metaphor as a key source of creativity

Linked appendices
Appendix 4 Consilience, Objectivity, Poetry and Science
Language, our most powerful cognitive tool, is used both internally and externally to maximise
our cognitive abilities. Metaphor is the engine of everyday language. Poetry maximises this
technique, and facilitates inventive ways of experiencing the world.

3.1

Concepts

One key to the power of language are concepts, which simplify the world.1 The complexities of
conceptual processing have been revealed from various disciplinary positions, beginning with
Wittgenstein’s notion of language games. The brain seems to be organised in terms of basic
categories of language.2 Nouns and adjectives make links but not as demanded by verbs.3
Neurobiologist William Calvin points out that the associations of a word extend further than
semantic nuances to a variety of cognitive modalities, and Antonio Damasio stresses the
affective ones.4 Herbert Simon also points out the modalities: ‘But there is more to dogs than
just recognizing them. One has also stored in memory a large body of information about dogs ...
On the basis of this knowledge one can form expectations and predictions about a dog's
behaviour. One has not only knowledge and beliefs about dogs, but feelings as well.’5 Then
there is the imaginary. Mark Turner points out, ‘the unitary horse we assemble from all of this
disparate information is as much a ‘fabulous blend’ as any Pegasus, which suggests projection
and blending suggesting the ‘literary’ nature of the human mind.’6 Turner explains, ‘We expect
phenomenology to indicate the nature of neurobiology. But it does not. It appears that there may
be no anatomical site in the brain where a perception or a concept horse resides, and, even more
interestingly, no points where the parts of the perception or concept are anatomically brought
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together. The horse looks obviously one thing; yet our visual perception of it is entirely
fragmented across the brain.’7
A category has no fixed boundaries and is embodied, which is why analytic philosophers have
had trouble with definitions.8 Lakoff & Johnson have proposed that concepts arise from, and are
understood through, the body, the brain, and experience in the world - that their meaning
emerges through embodiment via perceptual and motor capacities: ‘Concepts crucially make
use of imaginative aspects of mind: frames, metaphor, metonymy, prototypes, radial categories,
mental spaces, and conceptual blending.’9 Descriptionism (the classical theory) had supposed
that to call X a bird involved it bearing a particular description, shared equally by all members
of that category.10 Eleanor Rosch discovered that members of a category are not equal. A robin
is rated as more representative of ‘bird’ than an ostrich (or emu) and is termed a prototype.11
Concepts are experiential and embodied, Vygotsky wrote: ‘The sensory material and the word
are both indispensable parts of concept formation ... Real concepts are impossible without
words, and thinking in concepts does not exist beyond verbal thinking. That is why the central
movement is concept formation, and its generative cause, is a specific use of words as
functional 'tools'.’12 After such evidence, idealist notions of a Form, or symbol, of ‘horseness’
seem plainly wrong, and the problem of mimesis eased.13
Mark Turner argues that concepts do not structure thought, being a feature of thought:
‘Concepts are not given to us by the world, but are the product of our attempts, as a
species (with a phylogenetic past) and as individuals (with a personal past), to make
sense of our worlds.’14 As such they hold to a certain scale of meaningfulness.
‘The only way the human mind could open to the whole of experience, without being
simply saturated with a useless sensory flooding and psychological overloading, would
be through items which on the one hand encapsulate a multiplicity in space and time,
and which items themselves have a natural order that can be grasped synthetically.’
Alphonso Lingis15

George Lakoff shows that categorisations are formed through embodied interaction between the
body-brain, and the (pre-linguistic) environment. Concepts are both shared and individual. We
live in our own worlds and, as noted previously, each brain has individual language networks.
The result, as Mark Johnson points out, is that, ‘our ordinary concepts are not uniformly or
homogenously structured’, which has implications for transcendent terms like justice.16 Yet
concepts work through public language - that is the surprise.17
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Language is commonly thought of as transparent, not a classification and arrangement of the
streaming sensory experience which effects a certain world-order; that part of the world
expressible by the type of symbolic means that language employs. Benjamin Whorf was
concerned with everyday thinking and experiences, and how they are organised and shaped by
language. He gave examples of how language affects affordances and unconscious behaviours,18
but there is now more evidence from advances in cognitive science and research in linguistics
and linguistic anthropology.19 There are pragmatic limits to how we divide up the world
(Borges’ Chinese encyclopaedia20), and the extent to which language constructs our
comprehension of the world. Stephen Levinson compares semantic representations and
conceptual representations, and points out that they cannot possibly be isomorphic, the former
being cognitively given and thus universal, whereas semantic representations are languagespecific. One cannot translate exactly any one language to any other, but they are closely
related; translations work.21
Chomsky’s universal grammar discarded diversity to emphasise how disparate human
languages seem to share a common basic structure hardwired into the brain. Aristotle founded
logic with universalist claims and presumed everyone sees the world the same way - but Edward
Sapir, from his study of American Indian languages, suggested language predispose us to see
the world ‘which undermines the possibility of man’s access to the real world.’22 Since then, the
Whorf – Sapir thesis has been denigrated, except by constructivists.23 The strong hypothesis is:
‘The structure of anyone's native language strongly influences or fully determines the
worldview he will acquire as he learns the language.’24 Sapir and Whorf (his student) were
accused of determinist thinking, despite the fact that Sapir uses terms like ‘predispose.’25
Geoffrey Pullum's ‘The Great Eskimo Vocabulary Hoax’ ended popular misconceptions of
Whorf (though Sapir initially claimed only four Inuit roots for words concerning snow 26), and
criticism has focused on a lack of evidence.27 John Lucy and Dan Slobin resurrected Whorfian
thought in the early 1990s by providing experimental support.28
‘We dissect nature along lines laid down by our native languages . . . We cut nature up,
organize it into concepts, ascribe significances as we do, largely because we are parties
to an agreement to organize it in this way - an agreement that holds throughout our
speech community and is codified in the patterns of our language.’
Benjamin Whorf29

Niels Bohr pointed out the way in which language pressures us to employ concepts that are
entirely inappropriate for the quantum world - which David Bohm took further, undertaking a
language thought experiment, (the ‘Rheomode’) to reveal the fragmented nature of thought.30
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Like Whorf, Bohm looked at Native American languages and thought their strongly verb-based
languages and ‘process-based vision of the world’ supported his hypothesis.31
What is characteristic of language is abstract reference, part of, but not totally controlled by,
embodied present.32 Language is just one part of social interaction of bodily habitus, not culture
as a code structured by a set of rules. Mark Johnson offers a theory of ‘image schemata’ as the
basis for conceptual metaphors and metaphorical mappings between domains, as fluid and
adaptable. 33 Reason and imagination make use of metaphor to generate original experiential
structures and meanings, and so, ‘must be understood ... as an interaction of a human organism
with its environment (which includes its language, cultural traditions, values, institutions, and
the history of its social community).’34

3.2

Metaphor
‘What we call literalness is a late stage in a long-drawn-out historical process.’
Owen Barfield35

Since 1980, George Lakoff, Mark Johnson and Mark Turner have been engaged in a common
agenda: firstly, to insist that for thought and language, ‘literary’ processes such as narrative,
metaphor and imagination are central. 36 They reject the distinction between figurative and
‘literal’ language (a distinction frequently used to attack poetry). Secondly, they ground
cognition in bodily experience. Metaphor is the main mechanism through which we
comprehend abstract concepts and perform abstract reasoning, from the mundane to the most
abstruse scientific theories. Mark Turner, like Mithen, argues that language is central to the
Upper Paleolithic explosion of culture, but views metaphor as key: ‘The defining story of our
species - culturally, intellectually, and neuro-biologically - is the story of how we developed the
ability to forge conceptual integration networks out of strongly conflicting inputs, to create new
meaning in the blend.’37
‘Metaphor... is central to our understanding of ourselves, our culture and the world at
large. Poetry, through metaphor, exercises our minds so that we can extend our normal
powers of comprehension beyond the range of the metaphors we are brought up to see
the world through. The Western tradition, which has excluded metaphor from the
domain of reason, has thereby relegated poetry and the art to the periphery of
intellectual life...’
George Lakoff & Mark Turner38
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Metaphor is pervasive in everyday cognitive processes, allowing us to understand a relatively
abstract or inherently unstructured subject matter in terms of a more concrete, or at least a more
highly structured subject matter. Metaphors work with concepts because of their naturalness.39
Clifford Geertz argues that social understanding occurs through figures of speech and other
rhetorical tropes - a successful metaphor, ‘transforms a false identification ... into an apt
analogy.’40
Most philosophers (and even poets) don’t realise the fundamental nature of metaphor.41 Arthur
Koestler undertook early work on ‘blending’ using Carl Duncker's blend ‘The Buddhist Monk’
which Fauconnier and Turner (1998) in turn use.42 But whereas Koestler regarded blending as
exceptional, for Fauconnier (1985,43 1994)44, Fauconnier and Turner (1999)45 and Lakoff and
Turner (1989)46 - metaphor is ubiquitous and at the core of our cognitive fluidity and creativity.
The contemporary schema of source domain, target domain, mapping and blending is
processural or constructivist in nature. A metaphoric schema is a mental representation that
grounds the conceptual (intellectual) structure of an abstract domain in the sensory (sensible)
basis of another, more physical domain. This approach is much richer and more creative than
previous explanations (e.g. I. A. Richards).47
Cognition involves a varied array of figural - not logical - processes.48 These are based on
embodiedness - space and movement are recurring patterns of embodied experience, which feed
metaphor.49 From physical experiences we extract image schemata, pre-conceptual gestalt
structures that are, in Mark Johnson’s words, ‘recurring, dynamic pattern[s] of our perceptual
interactions and motor programs that give ... coherence and structure to our experience.’50 The
Gestalt approach influenced psychology, linguistics, and physics in the last century. MerleauPonty supposed that it, ‘overturns the implicit ontology of science.’51
Lakoff & Johnson note, ‘Our brains are structured so as to project activation patterns from
sensorimotor areas to higher cortical areas. These constitute what we have called primary
metaphors. Projection of this kind allow us to conceptualise abstract concepts on the basis of
inferential patterns used in sensorimotor processes that are directly tied to the body.’52 Primary
metaphors are thus constrained by sensory-motor and other source-domain inferential
mechanisms and need regularly repeated real-world experiences, especially in the early years, in
which source and target domains are systematically correlated.53 There is empirical evidence for
these theories. Raymond Gibbs argues that these ‘literary’ processes are central, not peripheral,
to understanding the basic workings of human cognition - they reveal what he calls the 'poetic
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structure of mind.'54 Gibbs measured the total time taken to understand a passage and eye
movements, and discovered that metaphors are comprehended just as quickly as literal
sentences (see also Boaz Keysar and Sam Glucksberg).55 As Sperber & Wilson note, ‘In order to
interpret a metaphor, we do not need to perform any special cognitive relations, but simply
search our existing knowledge for the context in which the metaphorical expression will achieve
maximum relevance.’56
Gerald Edelman presents his theory of neuronal group selection (TNGS) as a ‘biological
underpinning’ for Lakoff and Johnson's ‘cognitive semantics’.57 Just as Antonio Damasio argues
that his embodied, anti-dualistic account of mind/brain from an empirical and experimental
perspective converges with Rosch, Lakoff, Johnson, and Edelman – on the central notion of a
‘body-minded brain.’58 Poetry is rich, fluid work with language being readied as catalyst for a
spark of emotional intensity, a thought, an image translated to a desire to act in the poet through
working the material of language.
‘§25. Every original language near to its source is in itself the chaos of a cyclic
poem: the copiousness of lexicography and the distinctions of grammar are the
works of a later age, and are merely the catalogue and the form of the creations of
Poetry.’
Shelley

Mark Turner and Gilles Fauconnier stress the uniqueness of human thinking due to its ability to
blend diverse realms (conceptual blending) and deride AI’s ambition of defining rule-governed
logical thought structures. They write, ‘For the most part, conceptual integration is a routine,
workaday process that escapes detection except on technical analysis. It is not reserved for
special purposes, and it is not costly.’59 However Ingold attacks Lakoff & Johnson (and Sapir &
Whorf) for a dualism of constructivism, as if we perceive ‘raw reality‘ that is then structured,
and that concepts structure how we perceive act and think.60 Experience is not squeezed through
conceptual templates. Harvey Whitehouse thinks Ingold goes too far in insisting that skilled
practice is the totality: ‘Surely people everywhere sometimes think before they act, or at least
engage in silent contemplation?’61 Ingold’s skilled practice orientation gets support from recent
work by Andy Clark, who talks of natural training through, ‘The gradual acquisition of sensorimotor skills, and the consequent gradual expansion of our capacities to actively explore an
environment.’62
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Box 3

Metaphor as a key source of creativity

‘Because I could not stop for Death’
[T]hough she [Dickinson] created the poem, she did not create the basic metaphors on
which the poem is based. They were already there for her, widespread throughout Western
culture, in the everyday thought of the least literate of people as well as in the greatest
poetry in her traditions.’ Lakoff and Turner.63 (They use the term metaphor for the
mappings across cognitive domains rather than the linguistic expressions).
‘My Life had stood—a Loaded Gun—
In Corners ...’
When one has determined that the utterance is in fact metaphorical, then one will need a
strategy (or strategies) for determining the value of Gun, what does it mean? Searle (an
analytical philosopher) offers eight principles (but suggests there are more) for getting at
the meaning of Gun.’ John Searle64
Searle fails to to realise how central metaphor is, though recognising that such conceptual
integration, ‘is not reserved for special purposes, and it is not costly.’65

Lakoff and Turner address poetry directly in More Than Cool Reason: A Field Guide to Poetic
Metaphor, but insist, ‘Metaphor is a tool so ordinary that we use it unconsciously and
automatically, with so little effort that we hardly notice it. It is omnipresent ... It is accessible ...
It is conventional ... And it is irreplaceable: metaphor allows us to understand our selves and our
world in ways that no other modes of thought can. Far from being merely a matter of words,
metaphor is a matter of thought ... It is indispensable not only to our imagination but also to our
reason.’66 Norman Fairclough, from the interdisciplinary Critical Discourse Analysis (CDA)
perspective, studies the ideology of metaphors in discourse, and believes that metaphors are,
‘socially motivated [and] different metaphors may correspond to different interests and
perspectives, and may have different ideological loadings.’ 67 Fairclough and George Lakoff
both analysed discourses surrounding the first Gulf War.68
Mark Turner and Gilles Fauconnier explain how metaphor is key to creativity.69 Poetry just
takes metaphor, language associations and concepts furthest, e.g. Petrarchian conceits (from the
Italian concetto, concept). Lakoff and Turner briefly note that, ‘Though wide-ranging
metaphorical interpretations are possible, they are far from arbitrary ... The combination of
openness to interpretation and strong constraints defines a challenge ... to find schemas
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plausibly evoked. This is a standard challenge taken up in every avant-garde poetic
movement.’70 Poetic discourse outside the poem may be another discourse entirely, and
Stambovsky has similar phenomenological concerns with metaphor theory. He differentiates
literary experience from literary analysis, which he regards as secondary. He opposes atomistic
grammatical, linguistic, or semiotic analysis of literary meaning insisting that ‘aesthetic
perception in its primitive, living immediacy is the primary (if not the only) epistemic modality
of literary experience.’71

3.3

Poetry and Knowledge

There is incommensurability between science and poetry, not deriving from Roman Ingarden’s
objectivist stance,72 but a Kuhnian and pragmatists’ viewpoint. I.A. Richards proposed a
distinction between two kinds of language: Referential and Emotive. His thesis (Science and
Poetry,1926) was a misguided attempt at a DoP, from concern that poetry is no longer central to
culture. My empiricist approach is opposed to positivism, phenomenologically inclined and
aware of the culturally determined and context-dependent nature of all interpretations and
representations (including scientific ones). I am a materialist but do not reduce poetry to the
quantifiable. One possible label is ‘emergentism’, a form of materialism that denies the
scientific reductive program the possibility of explaining ALL complex natural phenomena,
including human cognition. Poets and their audience cannot think of poetic understanding as an
alternative form of knowledge, as cut off from science.
Most attacks on poetry share a common theme, that of objectivity, whether deriving from the
Platonic Forms, scientific method or methodologies of the social sciences. Mark Johnson
observes that once we give up desire for absolute laws and value neutral concepts, the false
absolutist conception of ‘God’s eye’ objectivity, a different kind of objectivity is possible73 - not
the objectivity used to objectify Cartesian bodies and minds.74 Lakoff and Johnson blame the
tradition of neo-Platonism for our ‘mistaken cultural assumption that the only alternative to
objectivism is radical subjectivity.’75
E.O. Wilson wrote Consilience (1998) to unify literature and science, and thus, ‘renew the
crumbling structure of the liberal arts’ - ‘The central idea of the consilience world view is that
all tangible phenomena, from the birth of stars to the workings of social institutions, are based
on material processes that are ultimately reducible, however long and tortuous the sequences, to
the laws of physics.’76
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For a critique of Objectivity and consilience – which engulfs poetic knowledge see:
Appendix 4

Consilience, Objectivity, Poetry and Science

Benjamin Whorf noted how idioms like ‘sunrise’ and ‘sunset’ presuppose a geocentric universe,
and suggested instead, a rigorous terminology (using ‘earthturn’ in a heliocentric solar system).
He thought insights of comparative linguistics would avoid this problem.77 Whereas N. R.
Hanson argued that Tycho Brahe and Johannes Kepler see dawn but in an important sense do
not see same event – Brahe (from the geocentric perspective) sees the sun rising, whereas
Kepler (from heliocentric point of view) sees the earth turning.78 But as David Abrams points
out, ‘Science says we move around the sun but our sense of motion and rest comes from bodily
experience relative to absolute rest of 'earth basis'.’79 However, the same visual stimuli lead to
different observations, whether in visual tricks (the duck-rabbit) or trained contexts, though as
Hanlon notes, recognising objects saves time and energy.80 A trained physicist sees an X ray
tube, whereas a layperson sees a complex thing made of glass, wires etc.
Scripts, frames and schemata refer to the process of making sense of new environments, events
and discourses, by drawing on received or experienced knowledge of typical situations and text
conventions.81 These can assist or dull (through habit) perception and understanding. Harré and
Gillet emphasise that perception is, ‘embedded in techniques and forms of life that provide one
with certain skills of extracting information from the environment according to the
conceptualisation that inform one’s interactions with the world and others.’82 (Wittgenstein’s
‘forms of life’)
‘Perception is not simply embedded within and constrained by the surrounding world;
it also contributes to the enactment of this surrounding world.’
Varela, Thompson, and Rosch 83

The evolution of conscious human thought (sensations, attention, emotions, memory, thoughts
and imagination, planning, self-consciousness, free will, and language) was, Peter Gärdenfors
argues, essentially about, ‘the development of an ever-richer inner world.’84
Imagining a round object is not nearly as experientially enriching as imagining a globe of the
world – packed with much more cognitive opportunity - or, the rhizomatic global economy.85 Or
better still, Gaia (see Box 14.a), a concept Mary Bateson champions: ‘Beyond that, it proposes
empathy as a way of knowing and imagining connections about which we cannot yet be
explicit... What would it be like to walk through the woods or the city in the presence of - aware
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of - Gaia?’ 86 Harre and Gillet use a painting as an example: ‘When shown the Mona Lisa, some
children recently remarked that they thought they had seen it before, and it was just an
insignificant little brown picture with a whole crowd of people around it. The limits to their
appreciation depended, of course, not on the quality of their sensory systems... but on their
individual histories of participation in the relevant discourses.’87 This counters Semir Zeki’s
reductive work in neuroaesthetics. He uses functional magnetic resonance imaging (fMRI brain
scans) to examine subjects looking at paintings, and claims to detect characteristic responses for
beauty and ugliness; the latter stimulating motor-centres active in anger.88 It is more than a
question of discourse though, it is also a matter of embodied experience, which informs our use
of language and concept formation, and which is endlessly playful and inventive.89 Though
whether knowledge is necessary for aesthetic experience is debated (Carlson’s ‘Cognitive
Naturalism’).90
‘Human thought is informal and highly sensitive to discursive context with all its realworld richness and relational structure.’
Harre and Gillet91

John Dewey thought the point of art is to experience life fully in an organic functionalism.92
Joaquim Zuniga has used Dewey’s thought to discuss an aesthetics that shift from the fine arts
to the everyday in human experience.93 John Dewey sees experience as central to art, not
zuhanden,94 but ‘courses of action which through successive deeds there runs a sense of growing
meaning conserved and accumulating towards an end that is felt as accomplishment of
process.’95 He unpicks modes of seeing New York from a ferry, using real estate agents,
commuters and painters: ’Some men regard it as simply to get them where they want to be – a
means to be endured. One who is idle may glance at this and that building... the buildings may
be looked at as coloured and lighted volumes in relation to each other.’96
‘The glories strung like beads upon my smallest sights and hearings, on the walk in the
street and the passage over the river,
The current rushing so swiftly and swimming with me faraway,
The others that are to follow me, the ties between me and them,
The certainty of others, the life, love, sight, hearing of others.’
'Crossing Brooklyn Ferry', Walt Whitman97

In the summer of 1903, Edward Thomas asked, ‘And as for seeing things as in themselves they
really are... what is a fine summer’s day as in itself it really is? Is the meteorological office to
decide? Or the poet, or the farmer?’98 Pratt, Howarth & Brady note, ‘An ornithologist, a
surveyor and a historian might have different stories to tell, different skills to impart, different
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riches to uncover.’99 Poetry enriches our world by offering new ways of seeing experientially,
not through scientific models. Poetry shuffles the script, delivering this richness, since poets see
the world outside the frame, which is another reason why everyday language (which is really
extraordinary language, metaphoric, poetic and musical) cannot be replaced by scientific expert
languages, (mathematics) as a means of investigating and being in the world. I am not antiscience, just anti-scientism, and epistemological single-mindedness. (See Appendix
4,Consilience).
Mark Turner emphasises the importance of ‘narrative imagining’ as the ‘fundamental
instrument of thought – used for memory of the past, planning the future, and explaining the
present.100 His emphasis on narrativity parallels Roger Schank and Jerry R. Hobbs who also
emphasise narrative forms (stories, scripts, schemas).101 Robert Storey’s evolutionary
psychology perspective on genre could inform Turner’s work, which makes no biological
claims.102
‘The human person also has certain fundamental conceptual capacities for attributing
meaning, such as the metaphoric, the metonymic, and the narrative. Far from trivial or
peripheral, these capacities appear to be indispensable to the organism; they
necessarily evolve ontogenetically according to necessary biology and necessary
experience. Our job, as theorists of meaning, is to discover how they evolve and how
they work.’
Mark Turner103

All methods and strategies are useful, and while poetry is historically prior, it is not necessarily
so, epistemologically or ontologically.104 Frederic Will calls literature ‘the ripest offspring of
language.’105Are poems necessary? Can the various autopoietic systems and levels, the various
disciplines of knowledge, and practices, from the scientific to poetic be integrated? Ian Stewart
and Jack Cohen critique both reductionism, and a ‘theory of everything’, which applied to
biology, fails higher levels of description, Quantum mechanics is unlikely to modify the
chemistry which biology is based on; fundamental concepts (quarks or string theory) are at a
different scale of relevance to animal behaviour.106 Quantum physics does not describe any
‘reality’ we can ever experience.107 Poetry uses air, muscles, vision, socialisation, language and
writing, tools for thinking as well as communication and at the centre of our knowledge and
experience of our environments (though not in the Platonist sense Shelley imagined).
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Chapter 3

1

Edward Smith & Douglas Medin, ‘Without concepts, Mental life would be chaotic. If we perceived each
entity as unique, we would be overwhelmed by the sheer diversity of what we experience and unable to
remember more than a minute fraction of what we encounter. And if each individual entity needed a
distinct name, our language would be staggeringly complex and communication virtually impossible.’
Edward Smith & Douglas Medin, Categories and Concepts, Harvard UP, 1981, p1.
2
Some stroke patients can name tools, but not animals, others miss categories like plants, body parts, or
verbs, or perhaps the combination of food, fruits, and vegetables. They may recognize the word and be
able to write the word but usually are deficit in visual representation of that category.
3
Calvin & Bickerton surmise that the human temporal lobe has been re-organised for category
discrimination, needed for protolanguage’s vocabulary. See Chapter 5 ‘Language in the Brain’ in William
Calvin & Derek Bickerton. Lingua ex machina: Reconciling Darwin and Chomsky with the Human Brain
MIT Press, 2000. Colour is located at the rear of the brain next to tool concepts – yes it appears there is a
brain area devoted to tool concepts.
4
A single word like Comb, ‘must allow for ‘combing’ your house in search of a lost book, as well as what
a comb looks like, how it feels in your hand, the spelling c-o-m-b, the movement for combing one’s hair,
the sound sequence /km/, and so on.’ ‘Combs even have a characteristic smell — if I were to ask you to
close your eyes and held one up under your nose, you’d probably be able to identify it. Rather than
storing a comprehensive record of comb everywhere, the visual representation of a comb developed in
extrastriate visual areas seems to be stored there. The auditory association areas have the stored record of
what comb sounds like — and probably a separate record of the characteristic sound made by running
your fingernail along the teeth. Other areas probably have the record of the movement sequences needed
to use a comb or pronounce the word.’ William H. Calvin, & George A. Ojemann, Conversations with
Neil's Brain:The Neural Nature of Thought & Language, Addison-Wesley, 1994.
5
‘By object I mean entities as diverse as a person, a place, a melody, a toothache, a state of bliss; by
image, I mean a mental pattern in any of the sensory modalities, eg. a sound image, a tactile image, the
image of a state of well-being. Such images convey aspects of the physical characteristics of the object
and they may also convey the reaction of like or dislike one may have for an object, the plans one may
formulate for it, or the web of relationships of that object among other objects. Antonio Damasio, The
Feeling of What Happens, Random House, 2000, p9. Simon goes on to mention all the expressions and
names that ‘dog’ dogs. Herbert Simon, ‘Literary Criticism: A Cognitive Approach’ from Bridging the
Gap: Where Cognitive Science Meets Literary Criticism: A special issue edited by Stefano Franchi and
Güven Güzeldere, The Stanford Humanities Review, Vol 4, No1. http://shr.stanford.edu:80/shreview/41/text/toc.html [DL 28.1.2002] Simon, a Nobel Laureate in economics, began in political science and
became interested in the psychology of problem solving. His interest in cognitive science stems from his
criticism of economists’ assumption of ‘economic man’, an excessively rational animal. The term stored
is dangerous in suggesting memory traces- as Dennett notes, ‘The consensus of cognitive science...is that
over there we have the long-term memory...and over here we have the workspace or working memory,
where the thinking happens.... And yet there are no two places in the brain to house these two facilities.
The only place in the brain that is a plausible home for either of these separate functions is the whole
cortex - not two places side by side but one large place.’ Consciousness Explained, Boston: Little, Brown
and Company, 1992, p270-271. Rosenfield looks at globally brain-damaged people, memory loss is not
destruction of a ‘memory trace’ but a restructuring of the brain. Consciousness is the act of sense-making;
brain-damaged patients exhibit ‘a breakdown in the mechanisms of consciousness. A patient's state of
confusion is no more to be ignored than his failure to recognize, say, his home. Memory, recognition, and
consciousness are all part of the same process.’p35 Conscious memory states require ‘a dynamic
organization that, given the complexity of the processes (the immediate, the past, and self-reference), are
not reproducible.’ Israel Rosenfield, The Strange, Familiar, and Forgotten: An Anatomy of
Consciousness Alfred A. Knopf, New York, 1992, p129. Clancey comments, ‘Again, neural structures
coordinating what we say, imagine, feel, and how we move are activated ‘in place,’ as we are in the
process of speaking, feeling, moving. Saying that some memories are forgotten and others recalled
suggests a process of search and matching for relevancy; instead, the brain directly reorganizes itself on a
global basis, not merely filtering or ‘reinterpreting’ sensations, but physically recoordinating how
perception and conceptualization occur.’ W.J. Clancey, ‘The biology of consciousness: Comparative
review of Israel Rosenfield, The Strange, Familiar, and Forgotten: An anatomy of Consciousness and
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Gerald M. Edelman, Bright Air, Brilliant Fire: On the Matter of the Mind’, Artificial Intelligence 60,
1991, p313-356.
6
Mark Turner, from a linguistic, English literature and cognitive science background, echoes the point
that a familiar concept like ‘horse’ requires input from multiple sensory domains to construct the
movements, sounds, emotive significance with its signature feel and smell, pictures and arbitrary symbols
like ‘horse’. Mark Turner, The Literary Mind, OUP, 1996. p111. He notes that ‘blending is already
involved in our most unitary and literal... conception of basic physical objects, such as horse and horn,
and in our most unitary and literal... conception of small spatial stories, such as horse moves and horn
impales.’ p112. Turner argues that, ‘Meanings are . . . rather complex operations of projection, binding,
linking, blending, and integration over multiple spaces . . . meaning is parabolic and literary.’ Aristotle
was on the right track: ‘We must, however, not only describe virtue as a state of character, but also say
what sort of state it is. We may remark, then, that every virtue or excellence both brings into good
condition the thing of which it is the excellence and makes the work of that thing be done well; e.g. the
excellence of the eye makes both the eye and its work good; for it is by the excellence of the eye that we
see well. Similarly the excellence of the horse makes a horse both good in itself and good at running and
at carrying its rider and at awaiting the attack of the enemy.’ Aristotle. Nicomachean Ethics, Trans. W.D.
Ross Bk II vi, OUP, http://www.constitution.org/ari/ethic_00.htm [DL 5,12,2000]
7
Mark Turner, The Literary Mind, OUP, 1996, p110.
8
Sheets-Johnstone notes how concepts are embodied, ‘Concepts were either generated or awakened by
the living body in the course of everyday actions such as chewing, urinating, striding, standing, breathing
and so on.’ Sheets-Johnstone, The Roots of Thinking, 1990, p4.
9
George Lakoff & Mark Johnson, Philosophy In The Flesh: The Embodied Mind and Its Challenge to
Western Thought, Basic Books, 1999, p497.
10
See Lakoff, Women, Fire, and Dangerous Things: What Categories Reveal About the Mind, U of
Chicago P, 1987.
11
E. Rosch and B.B. Lloyd Eds., Cognition and Categorisation, Erlbaum, 1978. George Lakoff has
showed that the traditional theories of category formation do not fit with empirical research, especially in
cross-cultural settings. George Lakoff, Women, Fire, and Dangerous Things: What Categories Reveal
about the Mind, U of Chicago P, 1987, p91-114. Ruth Millikan offers an alternative non-descriptionist
theory for basic empirical concepts. She argues that having a concept of a substance is not having a
defining description of it or a theory about it but being able to think of it which entails representing it in a
stable representational system. The same substance is represented as being that same substance. Ruth
Garrett Millikan, ‘A Common Structure for Concepts of Individuals, Stuffs, and Real Kinds: More Mama,
More Milk and More Mouse’, Behavioral and Brain Sciences, 9:1, 1998, p55-100.
12
Vygotsky, Thought and Language, Trans. (rev) Alex Kozulin. Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 1986, p97,
107.
13
Take Allen Tate’s vision of a horse - ‘Religion, when it directs its attention to the horse cropping the
blue grass on the lawn, is concerned with the whole horse, and not just with that part of him which he has
in common with other horses . . .’ Tate contrasts this with the ‘modern mind ‘which ‘sees only half the
horse – that half which may become a dynamo, or an automobile . . . If this mind had much respect for the
full-bodied, grass-eating horse, it would never have invented the engine which represents only half of
him.’ This is more an eccentric attack on instrumental technique than an inquiry into the concept of horse
or of attention. Though Tate’s suggestion that techne is totally alien to respect for life, the living, the
environment cannot be supported. Allen Tate, ‘Religion and the Old South’, in Reactionary Essays on
Poetry and Ideas, (1936) in Essays of Four Decades, OUP, 1970, p168-9. Aristotle refuses any Platonic
Form of Bed. Form belongs to the structure of a particular bed, made from a particular matter – wood,
itself made up of, his scientific interest shows, of mixture of earth, air, water, and fire. Together form and
matter cause what is through four kinds of cause, 1. material - what something is made of; 2. formal what it is essentially; 3. efficient - what brought it into being; and 4. final cause - what its function is. In
the Phaedo and Republic, Plato’s argues that knowledge is knowledge of forms, not just a vague knowing
but knowing them in their entirety. It is at heart a religious quest.
14
Mark Turner, Reading Minds: The Study of English in the Age of Cognitive Science, Princeton UP,
1991. He notes Cognitive neuroscience shares that interest [literary focus on cultural history spanning of
decades or centuries] but equally considers two other crucial aspects of human history. The first is
phylogenetic history as it runs over thousands and millions of years. The second is ontogenetic history—
the development of the individual mind and brain from conception to advanced age. Mark Turner, ‘The
Cognitive Study of Art, Language, and Literature’ Poetics Today Vol 23:1, 2002, p18.
15
‘George Lakoff has shown that "middle-level categories" are the basic terms in language. These
categories correspond to perceptual Gestalts. Thus our discourse about household items is polarized
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around chairs, tables, beds. Higher-level categories, such as "furniture," and lower-level categories, such
as "sedan chairs" contain fewer discriminating traits; we can say less about them.’ Alphonso Lingis,
‘Ecological Consciousness’, Discourse, 24:2, 2002, p12-13.
16
Johnson argues that our basic moral concepts eg. person, justice, love have prototype structures not
essentialist structures. We all know we have to be flexible in dealing with family, friends, daily life and
language competence enables us to achieve this flexibility. Mark Johnson, Moral Imagination Implications of Cognitive Science for Ethics, U of Chicago P, 1993, p9.
17
‘Can only logical analysis explain what we mean by the propositions of ordinary language? [GE]
Moore is inclined to think so. Are people therefore ignorant of what they mean when they say 'Today the
sky is clearer than yesterday?' Do we have to wait for logical analysis here? What a hellish idea!’
Wittgenstein, quoted in B. F. McGuiness, Ed., Ludwig Witttgenstein and the Vienna Circle:
Conversations Recorded by Friederich Waismann, Oxford, Blackwell, 1979, p120.
18
He describes his experiences as an insurance agent, ‘[A]round a storage of what are called ‘gasoline
drums’ behaviour will tend to a certain type, that is, great care will be exercised; while around a storage
of what are called ‘empty gasoline drums,’ it will tend to be different—careless, with little repression of
smoking or of tossing cigarette stubs about. Yet the ‘empty’ drums are perhaps the more dangerous, since
they contain explosive vapour. Physically the situation is hazardous, but the linguistic analysis according
to regular analogy must employ the word "empty," which inevitably suggests lack of hazard.’ ‘The
Relation of Habitual Thought and Behaviour to Language’ in B. L. Whorf Language, Thought and
Reality, Ed., J. B. Carroll, Cambridge, MA: MIT Press 1956, p135.
19
D.Gentner & Goldin-Medow, ‘Wither whorf’’ in D. Gentner, & S. Goldin-Medow, Eds., Language in
mind: Advances in the study of language and thought, MIT Press, 2003, p3-14.
20
J. L. Borges ‘Animals are divided into (a) belonging to the Emperor, (b) embalmed, (c) tame, (d)
sucking pigs, (e) sirens, (f) fabulous, (g) stray dogs, (h) included in the present classification, (i) frenzied,
(j) innumerable, (k) drawn with a very fine camelhair brush, (l) et cetera, (m) having just broken the water
pitcher, (n) that from a long way off look like flies. Jorge Luis Borges (quoting from ‘a certain Chinese
encyclopedia’) in ‘The Analytical Language of John Wilkins’, Ruth L. C. Simms trans. Other Inquisitions
1937-1952, U of Texas P, 1984. Borges here is writing about Wilkins’, ‘An Essay Towards a Real
Character and a Philosophical Language (1668).
21
See S. Levinson chapter 2 in Jan Nuyts, and Eric Pederson, Ed., Language and Conceptualisation,
Cambridge UP, 1999. See also J. J. Gumperz & S. C. Levinson, Rethinking Linguistic Relativity.
Cambridge: Cambridge UP, 1996. He cites J. Lucy, Grammatical Categories and Cognition. Cambridge:
Cambridge UP, 1992; and P. Brown & S. Levinson, Linguistic and non-linguistic coding of spatial
arrays: Explorations in Mayan cognition, Working Paper 24, Cognitive Anthropology Group,1993.
22
Edward Sapir wrote, ‘We see and here and otherwise experience very largely as we do because the
language habits of our community predispose certain choices of interpretation. Philosophically, this is
very radical, it undermines the possibility of man’s access to the real world. (1929) quoted in R.D. Gross,
Psychology: the science of mind and behaviour, Hodder & Staughton, London, 1992, p361. He often
talked social reality, 'No two languages are ever sufficiently similar to be considered as representing the
same social reality.' Sapir, 1949, p162. See T. Hawkes on Sapir’s interest in indigenous languages,
Structuralism and Semiotics, U of California P, Berkeley, 1977, p29-31. Whorf claims language 'is a
classification and arrangement of the stream of sensory experience.’ Benjamin Whorf, Language,
thought, and reality: selected writings of Benjamin Lee Whorf, Ed., J.B. Carroll. Cambridge: MIT Press,
1956, p55. Wittgenstein had no interest in individual languages and he is not focussed on the materiality
of language, being anti-formalist. ‘Wittgenstein is a poet of nearly pure cognition. He is not a poet of the
German language or the English language; he is a poet of thinking through language.’ Marjorie Perloff,
Wittgenstein's Ladder: Poetic Language and the Strangeness of the Ordinary, U of Chicago P, 1996,
p161. Roman Jacobsen in an essay titled, ‘What is Poetry?’ suggests, ‘Poeticity is present when the word
is felt as a word and not a mere representation of the object being named or an outburst of emotion, when
words and their composition, their meaning, their external and inner form, acquire a weight and value of
their own instead of referring indifferently to reality.’ Roman Jacobsen, ‘What is Poetry?’ in Language in
Literature, Ed., K. Pomorska & S. Rudy, Harvard UP, 1987, p378.
23
Danny Alford provides good evidence that ‘Whorf's own statements decisively refute the Whorf
Hypothesis, which was generated only later in the critical writings.’ Danny Alford, ‘Part I: Demise of the
Whorf Hypothesis’, Phoenix: New Directions in the Study of Man, VolIV:1 & 2, 1980,
http://www.enformy.com/dma-dwh.htm [DL 26.2.2001]
24
Roger Brown, ‘Reference: In Memorial Tribute to Eric Lenneberg’ in Cognition 4:125-153, 1976,
p158.
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25

‘Still other psychologists . . . point out that there is a circularity in the arguments for linguistic
relativity: ‘the language determined the outlook which determined the verbal behaviour - thus the
circularity of evidence.’ Insup Taylor discussing Whorf in Introduction to Psycholinguistics, Holt,
Rinehart, and Winston: New York, 1976, p304.
26
According to Stephen Pinker, The Language Instinct, Penguin, 1994, p64-65. In Canada a distinction is
made between the qali (the snow over the trees), the pukak (the compact snowy and iced cloak that is
covering the soil), the api (the soft snow that is on the top of the pukak. Magrini, 1982, p30).
27
Eg lack of support for his Hopi future concepts. Whorf thought the Hopi aspect-contrast, obligatory on
verb forms, practically forces the Hopi to notice and observe vibratory phenomena, furthermore
encouraging them to find names for, and to classify such phenomena,
28
Subjects were Yucatec Mayans, Mexico. In English objects with a well-defined shape have units built
into the word, we may say multiple ‘chairs’ because same shaped units, but sugar is ‘sugar’, one lump or
two. Mayan speakers do not refer to objects in plural form, shape and unit are less ingrained into speech
and more what objects are made of (a ‘candle’ in English is a ‘long, thin wax’ to Mayans). Lucy
presented subjects with an object and asked them to decide which of two other objects was more similar one with the same shape but made of a different material or vice versa. The groups' preferences split
along linguistic lines - English for shape, Mayans material. It then turned out that Mayan children shared
the English predilection for shape until age seven or so, but turned toward material by age nine after
acquiring language, suggesting that their thought patterns diverged as they acclimated to their way of
speaking. Also Lera Boroditsky of MIT studied Mandarin-English bilinguals’ thinking about time. See
J.R. Minkel, ‘A Way with Words: Do languages help mould the way we think? A controversial idea from
the 1930s is getting a second look.’
http://www.scientificamerican.com/explorations/2002/032502language/. [DL 15.4.2003] Dan Slobin
experimented cross-culturally with a picture of a boy in a tree and a dog looking for which grammatical
categories are present in which languages. He concluded, ‘Each [language] is a subjective orientation to
the world of human experience, and this orientation affects the ways in which we think while we are
speaking.’ Dan Slobin, ‘From ‘Thought and Language’ to ‘Thinking and Speaking’.’ in Rethinking
Linguistic Relativity. Eds., John Gumperz & Stephen Levinson. Cambridge: Cambridge UP, 1996, p91.
Steven Pinker attacks Whorf in Chapter 3, The Language Instinct. He has stated, ‘The discussions that
assume that language determines thought carry on only by a collective suspension of disbelief.’ Quoted
John Gumperz, & Stephen Levinson, ‘Introduction to Part I. Rethinking Linguistic Relativity, Cambridge
UP, 1996, p23. Another critic, Lila Gleitman argues we devise language to express the thoughts we have
about our culture, geography, ‘People develop language that's useful given those circumstances. That's
why you always find a tight relationship between language and thought.’ J.R. Minkel, ibid.
29
The categories and types that we isolate from the world of phenomena we do not find there because
they stare every observer in the face; on the contrary, the world is presented in a kaleidoscopic flux of
impressions which has to be organized by our minds - and this means largely by the linguistic systems in
our minds. . . .The agreement is, of course, an implicit and unstated one, but its terms are absolutely
obligatory; we cannot talk at all except by subscribing to the organization and classification of data which
the agreement decrees.’ Whorf, quoted, Stephen Pinker, The Language Instinct, Penguin, 1994, p59-60.
30
The ‘new’ language consisted only of verbs in recognition of the transcendental, transformational and
flowing nature of the world. He thought the subject-verb-object structure of modern language implies a
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Chapter 4 Language Working in the World
‘For deeds doe die, how ever noblie donne,
And thoughts of men do as themselves decay,
But wise wordes taught in numbers for to runne,
Recorded by the Muses, live for ay.’
Edmund Spenser 1

4.1

Extelligence & Scaffolding

4.2

Material tools – Writing

Box 4

Bricolage

Linked Appendices
Appendix 5 Oral/Literate debate
Memory was greatly increased by externalising the workload to others, or to the environment.
This evolutionary advantage is ‘extelligence’ Culture, nature, mind and body, language, tools
and techne are all intertwined, processural and emergent – human cognition relies on external
material objects in the environment. Lev Vygotsky introduced the concept of ‘scaffolding’: how
experience with external structures (including language) alters, and informs, understanding.
Writing is a supreme example of scaffolding.

4.1

Extelligence & Scaffolding

Speaking is a dual process of producing words in some order, and monitoring what we are
saying (both the effects on ourselves and others). The process of speaking and conscious
awareness is constantly shifting, and conversational reflexivity generates considerable
information. Stewart and Cohen note that information requires resources for storage,
transmission, replication and evaluation, which can be processes in either the material, or nonphysical realm. It is an advantage to externalise some of the workload to others or to the
environment. They refer to this evolutionary advantage as ‘extelligence’ (the title of their
penultimate chapter) and suggest that larger brains had the functional purpose of facilitating the
external storage and manipulation of information and examine how the information mass has
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grown with technological culture.2 Tim Ingold attacks such decontextualised use of the term
‘information’, as if independent, and as if culture is information ‘poured into a child.’3
The importance of external memory is that:
1. it relieves the work of internal memory (providing opportunities for other intellectual
processes – expanding cognitive opportunities); and
2. external symbols can be exchanged, reflected upon and manipulated in new ways – also
expanding cognitive opportunities.
‘In my proposal all three stages introduced new memory features into the human cognitive
system, and one important consequence has been greatly improved voluntary access to
memory representations; in effect, humans have evolved the architecture needed to
support what has been called ‘explicit’ memory retrieval.’
Merlin Donald4

Merlin Donald highlights one element in his ‘explosive’ third stage of hominid development –
memory, mother of the Muses (a set of psychosomatic mechanisms encompassing history,
religious ritual, cosmology, as well as the arts of poetry, song and dance). Donald’s core claim
is that this stage introduced external memory storage and retrieval, and new working memory
architectures, using external memory and the invention of permanent visual symbols- i.e.
‘material culture.’ He writes, ‘The key event during this transition was the emergence of the
human speech system, including a completely new cognitive capacity for constructing and
decoding narrative.’5 Donald’s claim makes sense if culture, nature, mind-body, language, tools
and techne are considered as intertwined, processural, and emergent - though the Muse focused
on declarative memory ignoring procedural memory.6
Subsequent to his 1996 hypothesis, Steven Mithen has now included an element of, what I term
the ‘constitutive’. Mithen writes, ‘I now see that the material culture itself was not just a product
of a massive cognitive change, but also a cause of it.’7 He posits two main types of imagination
- the primary envisions alternative courses of action - ‘A second type of imagination is quite
different, and initially appears quite incompatible with an evolutionary perspective on the
human mind. This is imagination about worlds that we can only inhabit in our minds ...
responsible for a vast amount of literature and art.’8 He argues that these latter types of ideas are
difficult for minds to remember and manipulate,9 In the essay ‘Nature’, Emerson compared
civilised man who ‘is an analogist, and studies relations in all objects’ with ‘savages’ who have
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only what is necessary, converse in figures.’10 Poets have long realised that objects are scaffolds
of thought and feeling:
‘§13 Man in society, with all his passions and his pleasures, next becomes the object
of the passions and pleasures of man; an additional class of emotions produces an
augmented treasure of expressions, and language, gesture and the imitative arts
become at once the representation and the medium, the pencil and the picture, the
chisel and the statue, the chord and the harmony.’
Shelley

Mithen believes that the basis of our cultural intelligence is our ability to create another home
for such ideas - in the physical world (carving, ritual, performance, or inscription), an
externalisation process of tool use worked with art and agriculture some 50,000 years ago.
These remarkable developments: ‘should not be seen simply as the manifestation of a new level
of consciousness. They are as much a cause as a product. They allowed people to explore,
expand, manipulate and simply play with their own knowledge in ways that other humans, even
those with private and public language, were unable to do.’11
Mithen offers an argument for the origins of art, discussing a human/lion ivory carving from
Hohlenstein Stadel, Germany: ‘An evolved mind is unlikely to have a natural home for this
being, as such entities do not exist in the natural world. As I have previously argued, a
cognitively fluid mind can come up with such entities as I show here, but where then to store
that entity? The only option is to extend the mind into the material world.’12 Artefacts with
human intention have great power, once begun art has never ceased. 13 Andy Clark takes this
externalisation deeper into cognition: ‘Every thought is had by a brain. But the flow of thoughts
and the adaptive success of reason are now seen to depend on repeated and crucial interactions
with external resources ... human reasoners are truly, distributed cognitive engines: we call on
external resources to perform specific computational tasks.’14 He notes that chimpanzees
distinguish identical pairs of objects from different ones, but only when trained with physical
tokens (to associate the concepts of 'sameness' and 'difference') can they solve the higher-order
task of sorting pairs of objects into ‘same’ and ‘different’.15 Symbols transform a difficult
higher-order task into a simple first-order task of judging the sameness or difference of symbols.
Language allows us to manipulate thoughts without physical tokens, though graphism extends
language (as a series of ‘bootstrapping’).
Just as Herder’s Essay on the Origin of Language (1772) introduced the realisation that
language expands thinking, Vygotsky and Luria note, ‘All the artificial tools, the entire cultural
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environment, serve to 'expand our senses'.’ The invention of simple tools like tallies vastly
expanded memory from natural forms of memory to cultural ones.16 Vygotsky and Luria were
influenced by Engels’ view that humans use tools to control nature and other humans; but in
doing so behaviour is circumscribed and transformed. For example, artefacts expand and
transform memory, as more complex modes of external memory become available.17
Vygotsky introduced the concept of scaffolding to express the way experience with external
structures (including language) alters and informs cognitive processing and understanding.18
Organisms are constantly responsive to events, and human actions are self-transformative
through the use of tools, and the tool is modified through its use, which becomes clearer from
the work of Andy Clark and Vygotsky. 19 Tool use is inseparable from social behaviours such
as sharing, imitation and teaching and language, but Charles Bernstein undervalues the range of
cognition, when he makes the Whorfian claim that: ‘It is through language we experience the
world, indeed through language that meaning comes into the world and into being . . . Our
learning language is learning the terms by which a world gets seen.’20 Our cognitive fluidity is
embodied and in a dialectic with skilled practice and techne.
Material objects survive their creator and are versatile at carrying meanings far away in time
and place; they develop as mnemonics their own relations meanings and histories, and their
materiality allows for aesthetic and technical innovations. Images, icons and objects work with
linguistic representations. Donald believes language requires representation and utilised a
‘mimetic culture’ already in place.21 Suddendorf argues that Donald’s imitative mimesis
requires metamind, meta-representational abilities of representations of representations, freeing
representation from immediate perception and enabling representations themselves, as an object
of thought.22 Words themselves may not be crucial to face-to-face communication, but accuracy
is important in oral cultures.23 Accurate memory needs mnemonic devices, dances, paintings
and poetic devices, rhythm, rhyme, metre: ‘poetic devices form an important set of mnemonic
devices. Complex poetic techniques were developed in oral cultures and specialists in poetry
have existed in a number of different cultures.’24 Darren Tofts has examined the history of
memory (as a prehistory of cyberculture) and how technologies affect memory: ‘Literacy is also
integral to memory being one of the earliest information storage systems. Oral cultures practiced
an entirely different kind of memory work and writing was born of the need to extend the
capacities of the human mind for remembering. This was initially represented by inventories
and lists.’25 Though poetry began as a means of memorising information and of giving praise
(hymns), memory is inventive. If we imagine events happening, we often think they actually
happened to us. Story telling is important for memory, but is being augmented by technologies
of memory – writing, print, and computers.
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Scaffolding takes extelligence further; tools and representations embody meaning and serve as
repositories of knowledge. This effect has been described as ‘distributed cognition’; a
collaboration between individual and artefact. The structure and operation of many tools
incorporate solutions to previous problem; thus the skills needed to use a tool are simpler (either
cognitive or motor skills) than the original operational context of the tool. Such scaffolds are
memory devices, both on an individual and collective scale, working on stability, capacity and
public accessibility. They are crucial for culture, at various levels, including the unconscious.26
Andy Clark’s ecological approach is clear when he questions where the mind stops and the
world begins and argues for ‘the presence of continuous mutually modulatory influences linking
brain, body and world.’27 D.E. Rumelhart also emphasises that external environments become a
key ‘extension to our mind.’28
‘We think of the body as separate from the world - our skin as the limit of ourselves ... Yet,
the body is pierced with myriad openings. Each opening admits the world - stardust gathers
in our lungs, gases exchange, viruses move through our blood vessels. We are continually
linked to the world and other bodies by these strings of matter. We project our bodies into
the world - we speak, we breathe, we write, we leave a trail of cells and absorb the trails of
others. The body enfolds the world and the world enfolds the body - the notion of the skin
as the boundary to the body falls apart. The body, as here not there, and its defining sense
of the other is a mental construction - every perception of the other is a creation and every
invocation a re-creation.’
Alan Dunning & Paul Woodrow29

Andy Clark broadens the notion of scaffolding to encompass all kinds of external support:
‘Biologists have tended to focus solely on the individual organism as the locus of adaptive
structure. They have treated the organism as if it could be understood independent of its
physical world.’30 The tasks humans perform best and most fluently are ‘motor control, face
recognition, reading handwritten zip codes and the like;’ we use scaffolding to cope with
sequential reasoning or long term planning.31 This concept is close to that of bricolage.
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Box 4

Bricolage

Claude Levi-Strauss developed bricolage as a science of the concrete, using patterns of association to
develop new concepts from concrete observation.32 It is a process that the biologist François Jacob
adopted to describe evolution - the tinkering with what was already there by whatever means happened to
be at hand. J. Balkin extends the concept further.
Balkin asserts that ‘human thinking is distinguished by its symbolic and metaphoric character and by its
fundamental motivation in human values.’ He attempts to provide a mechanism of ‘memes’ for its
operation.33 In fact, it lies deeper in the mind than he thought. Balkin is offering a theory of cultural
evolution, through transmission and spread of cultural information and know-how or ‘cultural software’.34
It is based on tool use, technology and the notion that ‘Human culture is bricolage’ - the bricoleur keeps
the tools of last job and evolve new forms and methods of larger bricolage. 35
‘Human culture is bricolage ... the study of human culture ... should be a bricolage about that bricolage, a
meta-bricolage that makes use of insights from many different sources and approaches.’ Balkin36 He
makes four claims for cultural bricolage:
1. Bricolage is cumulative: The Apollo program relied not just on the space program but centuries of
theory, technology and politics;
2. It involves unintended uses: We use what tools are to hand, not always for their original purpose. We
take over concepts for other purposes;
3. It is economical or recursive: a small number of tools are used in many situations, (what Pierre
Bourdieu calls ‘the economy of logic’); and
4. It has unintended consequences. 37
Humans change their environment through energy extraction, shelter, medicine, gene therapy etc; cultural
evolution is now of greater import with increasingly faster cumulative bricolage.38
Andy Clark supplies a cognitive version of bricolage,39 and notes such bricolage techniques are pervasive.
Clark notes, ‘I have files, jottings, fragments, stored on paper, in files, drafts, papers, noted, annotated - a
whole series of external props, to manipulate and juxtapose ideas and data that would quickly baffle the
un-augmented brain.’40

Diederick Raven also takes scaffolding further than inscription, to thought itself: ‘Central to my
argument is the assumption that any kind of thinking is a practice of manipulation and
interaction with external resources. Logical thinking is no exception; it is the manipulation of
and interaction with external conceptual resources - external because the meaning of concepts
is, after all, a public affair. Whereas Bourdieu argues that “practice has a logic”, my argument
hinges on the reverse: logic is a practice.’41 Clark prefers the notion of language as a bootstrap:

A New Defence of Poetry - and New Possibilities from Hypertext to Ecopoetry

74

‘[T]he role of language is to guide and shape our own behaviour, it is a tool for structuring and
controlling action, not merely a medium of information transfer between agents.’42 The pioneer
Bartlett anticipated this creative model, according to W.J. Clancey, in line with Edelman’s
hypothesis that the articulation process of “building a scene” is reflective at a higher-order
because of re-entrant links between Broca and Wernicke's areas and perceptual categorization
[the ‘semantic bootstrap’].’ Clancey quotes Edeleman, in terms of linguistic representations
expressing and reflecting on our experience itself: ‘This is why we write things down or “talk
through” an experience to clarify meanings and implications for future action. Protracted,
conscious experience -as in writing a paragraph - is not merely an awareness of elements placed
in “working memory,” but an active process of re-coordinating and re-comprehending (reperceiving) what we are doing . . .’43
Vygotsky argued learning awakens internal developmental processes from interacting with the
environment of both people and objects. A sense of self develops from the learning and practice
of manual skills as much as language use.44 What is clear is that interaction with the
environment is necessary for normal development, particularly of language.45 Popper and Eccles
have shown that damage to Broca’s and Wernicke’s area leads to profound transformation in the
sense of self; an interior monologue and ongoing narratives are vital to consciousness.46 G. H.
Mead argues for scaffolding when he claims that language requires group interaction, leading
‘to the development of self-conscious mental states’ of individuals. 47 Scaffolding has far
reaching implications; the fact we hear our own voice enables the self to become an object to
the self (William James, John Dewey, Richard Rorty, Jerome Bruner48); Hendriks-Jansen uses
the term ‘scaffolding’ in his argument that language has both innate and developmental inputs,49
the term is used in learning theory.50
Donald Norman claims language is the tool for thought that allows us to continue to invent ever
more useful cognitive artefacts that in turn support even more invention, (cumulative bricolage)
leading to better quality thinking, making us more intelligent.51 The use of external
representations (writing, mathematical notation, drawing, and models): allow a group to share
the same representation, affording group thought; expansion of the working memory affords
more complex representations and time and space for reflection: ‘Reflection is a critical,
essential ingredient for the development of new ideas. Some technological media support
reflection, but many do not.’52
Edwin Hutchins argues that human reasoning is situated, distributed, and heavily contextdependent. The environment is both prop and affordance. He posits a plausible model of
distributed everyday cognition, as activities distributed across individual and artefacts.53
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Embodiment is culturally constructed to some extent, but reliant on the dynamic flow between
mind and evolved physiology. N. Katherine Hayles argues that the body is a culturally
constructed abstraction,54and, more recently, has characterized embodiment as ‘experienced
from the inside, from the feelings, emotions, and sensations that constitute the vibrant living
textures of our lives - all the more vibrant because we are only occasionally conscious of their
humming vitality.’55 She has reworked her notion of the ‘posthuman’ to emphasise denial of the
Cartesian split, and the premise that mind and body, like the rest of the world, preexist our
experiences of them.56 Agency and consciousness are distributed, the latter an, ‘epiphenomenon,
a late evolutionary add-on whose principal function is to narrate just-so stories that often have
little to do with what is actually happening.’57 Locating cognition in the brain and
experimenting in artificial conditions is mistaken, since, as Hayles puts it: ‘[C]ognition is a
systemic activity distributed throughout the environment and actuated by a variety of actors,
only some of which are human ... The extended-mind model indicates how cultural perceptions
change in relation to the development of information-rich environments.’58 According to Tofts,
the posthuman era began not with electronics, but with the invention of writing.
Andy Clark in one of his most recent books, Natural-born Cyborgs, takes the notion of
scaffolding and externalist thought to its logical conclusion, arguing we are natural cyborgs:
‘not in the merely superficial sense of combining flesh and wires, but in the more profound
sense of being human-technology symbiots: thinking and reasoning systems whose minds and
selves are spread across biological brain and non-biological circuitry.’59 The performance artist
Stellarc uses the term for bio-engineering (conjoining metal and silicon with blood and flesh),
and Donna Haraway as a way of overcoming dualism (especially culture/nature).60 We are
Haraway's cyborgs part human, part machine - infiltrated and impaled by various complex
technological systems (Clark would agree with Haraway that technology is natural, and expands
what we know). The danger is forgetting that techne is part of our nature, whereas technology is
not - thus taking technology, extelligence and scaffolding beyond our touch and embodied skill,
which is at the heart of how an organism dwells in the world.61 (See Chapter 7.2)
In New Atlantis (1624), Francis Bacon forecasts a technological utopia where a scientific
priesthood organised research, including on life.62 Bacon had no techniques available, but now
machines work with organic lifeforms. A cyborg is a cybernetic organism, a hybrid of machine
and organism, marker of the techne/technology divide. In her famous ‘A Cyborg Manifesto’,
Donna Haraway argues that we hominids have been cyborgs for a very long time.63 She uses the
term as a metaphor - cyborgs are markers of the inability to distinguish culture from nature, or
vice versa: ‘In short, the certainty of what counts as nature - a source of insight and promise of
innocence - is undermined, probably fatally.’64
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We have a close relationship to tools and objects in the world as bricoleurs, yet objects do
possess functional fixity; people are not good at using familiar objects in creative ways. This
relates to affordance; the way, Vygotsky notes, children find things dictate behaviour, ‘a door
demands to be opened and closed . . . certain brain damage patients lose the ability to act
independently of what they see;’ that shows us how our independence of action is gained
through a long process of development.’65 Carolyn Steedman has emphasised the power of
material objects for affect, memory, and constituting subjectivities.66 These objects, our tools
and scaffolding, generally lead to Clifford Geertz’s notion of culture as patterns of meanings
embodied in the practices and artefacts which people use to communicate, perpetuate, and
develop their knowledge about life - using highly contextual meanings.67
Poetry, through the form of poems, offers scaffolding for thinking about the world. An oral
poet’s ability to preserve and recall information was being replaced, in Plato's epoch, by writing
technology that was ‘exhaustive’ and ‘economical’.68 Previously, Phoenicians used drastic
economy in their script that resulted in ‘drastic ambiguity’. Havelock argues that Plato’s
sophisticated thought and metaphysical structures, required internalised written text. Words on
the page allow for a degree of reflection and abstraction not known to pre-literate societies.69
This is one of the reasons (now defunct) Plato exiled poets from the city - because their thought
was oral (traditional, conservative, and repetitive), compared to ‘writing thought’
(decontextualised, abstract, and novel).

4.2

Material Tools – Writing
‘Writing was aimed at God’s eye more often than communicating info to fellow human
beings’
M T Clanchy70

Joseph Catalano notes that, ‘Prior to the discovery of the Rosetta Stone, these hieroglyphs were
understood to speak directly to the mind. That is to say, there was supposed to exist some
mysterious but nevertheless natural connection between these majestic looking marks and
meaning. On the contrary, I am insisting on the full conventionality of written marks. My case is
that existing by convention is not opposed to existing as meaningful.’71 Catalano underscores
that with the extraordinary invention of writing, ‘We intended to represent the spoken word; but
we made roses, dreams and lives exist as marks on a page. If this seems mysterious, it is a
mystery that is present in every artefact . . .’ 72 He suggests pictograms became letters gradually
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by abstracting conventional aspects of artefacts from their materiality. This involves a history in
which use of artefacts is preceded by a reading of their use, in terms of human intentions from
which, ‘partly by vision, partly by social need, and partly by accident, this readability becomes
itself an artefact, and writing (and also, I think, speech) appears as a new form of language.’73
Leroi-Gourhan argued that the mouth spoke only if the hand had developed as a tool to grasp,
taking over tasks formerly performed by the mouth. He thought that speech (meaningful vocal
utterances) is complemented by gesture, which combined with tools constitute techniques. Thus
technical expressions (movement, objects, form, rhythm, texture, colour) are as meaningful as
speech.74 He hypothesised the origin (he dated to 35,000 years ago) of ‘graphism’ as the new
mode of representational possibilities, of which writing is the most powerful form of cultural
memory. He claimed that 'tools and language are neurologically linked,’75 for which William
Calvin has provided evidence.76 Most of the knowledge involved in toolmaking is nonverbal,
spatial, kinaesthetic, tactile, and experiential, skills and practice. But the parallel and serial
motor sequencing, underlying our capacity for vocalisation and hand coordination, is not
sufficient for either language or tool-making.77 Nonetheless, Susan Greenfield shows that the
neurological circuits underlying the capacities of speech and tool-use emerge from a common
substrate identified with Broca’s area through the establishment of separate and parallel
connections to anterior areas of the prefrontal cortex.78 Walter Ong believed that the immediacy
and embeddedness of speech within contexts of social interaction applies to manual gestures.
Through calligraphy, the gestures of a skilled hand are inscribed (though Leroi-Gourhan claims
all is graphism).
As we speak we gesture with our entire bodies (not just hands); such gestures form languages
among the deaf (Chapter 6.1). Following in the footsteps of Mauss and Leroi-Gourhan,
Connerton observes that: ‘Any bodily practice, swimming or typing or dancing, requires for its
proper execution a whole chain of interconnected acts,’ what Leroi-Gourhan called a ‘chaine
opératoire’.79 Ong compares speech dissipating into thin air with inscriptions persisting, their
iterability not bound to particular contexts of interaction between writer and reader. (Appendix
16) Successful communication depends on it being adjustable to the complexities of social and
cultural life, including lying, joking and poetry. Such flexibility allows our communicative
systems to be responsive to the changes in our environment. We can invent words when the
need arises. This looseness opens the possibilities of taking poetry seriously, whereas previously
‘literary’ phenomena were viewed as parasitic on ‘normal’ language.80 (Chapter 8.4)
‘Writing opens up within itself a pocket, an enclosure, a space separated from the
space around us. This is partly because the act of writing is gestureless; my face is
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impassive, and only one of my arms moves, not in an expressive nut functional way.
Again, an exception has to be made for poetry ... the gestures become incorporated
into the very words themselves ... in the dance of words.’
John Vernon81

The earliest pictographs (c 3,800 BC in Egypt and the Middle East) developed towards
ideographs (abstracted symbols no longer a clear pictorial representation of external reality) as
seen in early Minoan seals and tablets. The shape evolved, and meaning extended (e.g. in
Sumerian, a foot came to mean ‘go’, ‘stand’ etc). The revolution in writing was the realisation
that picture elements could be identified with sounds in a language. Word signs and the alphabet
are visual images of speech and need to be translated back into speech. This was obvious in the
Middle Ages when writing was always read aloud (even in silent reading we vocalise mentally
and motor cortex activates so that a whisper of spoken word remains). A visual presence is
important in distinctions between speech and writing; aural and visual sensory modalities; and
gesture and inscription (a trace of that movement left on material surface). Sight-reading music
processes many different cognitive processes, most obviously motor and higher cognitive skills.
It has been found that the eye-hand span (how far the eye reads ahead of the hand) is much
smaller than musicians think, about 2 - 4 beats.82 A picture theory of writing existed in early
views of ancient Egyptian hieroglyphics. Ernest Fenollosa suggested that the Chinese script
derives from a shorthand picture of the world, creating original creative poetry with far more
vigour and vividness than any 'phonetic tongue'.83 Pound, under the influence of plastic arts, had
already begun thinking that poems could be constructed, collage-like, from textual fragments in what he called the ideogrammic method.84 Pound wanted to glimpse ‘reality’ by presenting ‘a
complex instantaneously'.85 Derrida described the work of Fenollosa, Pound and Mallarmé as a
revolutionary breakthrough in Western literature and poetic writing (due to the undecideability
of a meaning of a word - its iterability).86 But Fenollosa and Pound ignored the phonological
aspect of Chinese.87
Derrida’s phonocentricism also used a simplified notion that Chinese is not phonological (that
the material inscription sustains the meaning of a word, is ‘irreducible’).88 Austin thought
signatures are performatives that need a presence in the present, whereas, for Derrida, signatures
are writing and to function must be iterable (his term for the power of written marks to function
(be readable) in absence of receiver and sender).89 They must be detachable from the signatory’s
intentions; otherwise they wouldn't be recognisable. Derrida is sympathetic to Austin’s concern
with the complexities of meaning. Meaning is not simply a given, transferred uncorrupted easily
between locations and across mediums. Derrida in ‘Signature Event Context’ argues that since
every linguistic expression can be used in odd contexts, none is ever completely successful.90
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He thinks the difficulty lies at the basic level of locutionary act: ‘Iterable spoken marks can
function without a listener eg. when overheard, or even a sender (we can speak carelessly).’
This is why Derrida insists that speaking is a form of writing; linguistic sights and sounds are
iterable. The iterability of significant marks allow them to be used as identifiable signs [we have
to recognise them] but it also means they vary according to context.91 He famously denies that
writing derives from speech, rather it is the inscription of difference between speech and
writing, concepts and words, writing is Difference (the Pharmakon, neither harmful poison, nor
quick remedy); it supplements (both adds to other writings, and takes the place of what it
recounts) – in this lies a play of differences, and the undecidable.
He insists speech is like writing, a supplement not in mystical contact with the world. Derrida
provoked with lines like, ‘There is nothing outside of the text ... there has never been anything
but writing; there have never been anything but supplements; substitutive significations which
could only come forth in a chain of differential references.’ He went on to state, ‘the absolute
present, Nature’ has ‘always already escaped [and] never existed.’92
For Saussure sound is attached to parole but is a mere vehicle for meaning.93 Barthes understood
writing as an iterable interplay of codes that refuse authorship: ‘Writing is the destruction of
every voice, of every point of origin. Writing is that neutral, composite, oblique space where our
subject slips away, the negative where all identity is lost, starting with the very identity of the
body writing.’94 Derrida sees the fact of iterability as suggesting that writing fulfils all the
properties of language, that is signification. He hopes that his Grammatology (science of
writing) will expose the logocentric biases of Western thought. However, as Ellen Spolsky
writes, ‘The functioning of human language depends on both its iterability and its instability.
The combination makes words simultaneously vulnerable to and usable for new meanings ...
The trouble, then, isn't the claim that representational systems such as language provide no
access to a ‘real world,’ but only the absoluteness of that claim, and, further, the interpretation
of that claim as tragic.’95 It is this characteristic that distinguishes natural language from
artificial computer language.96
For Merleau Ponty, writing carries ‘speaking speech’ (parole parlante) the direct articulation of
sense through words and gestures and non-verbal communication; we want to communicate
through ‘spoken speech’ (parole parlee) in our lives, used for letters, poems, shopping lists, etc.
which is attached to ‘speaking speech’. Expression is not meaning but an orientation to the
world writing is expression, productive and transformative and tied to speech. Language covers
speech and writing, but also signs, and all graphic representations: the materiality of language
surrounds us.97 The alphabet’s phonetic representation can translate into speech but only
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linearly, losing the power of the ideograph, as Leroi-Gourhan underlines, ‘The invention of
writing, through the device of linearity, completely subordinated graphic to phonetic
representation ... An image possesses a dimensional freedom which writing must always lack.’98
Which leads to Derrida's claim that writing is not the representation of speech, and has origins
as early as speech. 'Phonocentrism' is Derrida's term for the belief (Plato's belief) that writing
represents speech using Leroi-Gourhan's belief that the linear mode of writing results in
‘constriction of thought’.99
Derrida’s examination of the nature of speech and writing shows that utterances are irreducibly
polysemic; they give rise to many possible interpretations - not one literal meaning. This factor
(‘dissemination’) is related to the factor of iterability: utterances are repeatable, but their
repetition embraces alteration; in other words, the repetition of an utterance will be both the
same - and different. This factor can be seen to account for citationality: every utterance can be
cited in different contexts, which modify it. And there is no criterion for selecting one context as
the only one. Christopher Norris warns that to claim Derrida supports out-and-out hermeneutic
license is a misreading.100 However, Derrida’s approach fails to illuminate the difference writing
makes, because he fails to take seriously the material differences between speech and writing:
the materiality of graphism and voice, performativity, embodiment and techne.
Walter Ong expands on Eric Havelock’s notion that alphabet writing is a necessary but not
sufficient condition for the development of abstract thinking and discursive reasoning.101 Ong
argues that Plato could only talk of such abstract terms as the Form of Goodness in a society
where literacy was emerging, despite Plato’s argument in the Phaedrus against writing. Words
on the page allow for a type of reflection and abstraction not known to pre-literate societies. It is
not that one is superior to the other but they are certainly different.
The alphabet and then writing providing extra scaffolding – the extent of cognitive implications
for literacy is heatedly argued.
Appendix 5

Oral/Literate debate

Haraway is critical of the oral/literate debate: 'Writing has a special significance for all
colonized groups. Writing has been crucial to the Western myth of the distinction between oral
and written cultures, primitive and civilized mentalities, and more recently to the erosion of that
distinction in 'postmodernist' theories attacking the phallo-centrism of the West, with its
worship of the monotheistic, phallic, authoritative, and singular work, the unique and perfect
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name.’102 David Antin is also dubious, and more interested in techniques of remembering.103
(See Appendix 29 for a discussion of Antin’s poetics)
‘writing is a form of fossilized talking
called a book

which gets put inside of a can

and i respect that can its a means of preservation

or maybe

we should say in a frozen food container called a book but on the other hand if you
dont know how to handle that frozen food container that icy block will never turn back
into talking
and if it will never turn back into talking it will never be of use to you again
so lets not call it a novel.’
David Antin 104

A poem is a tool for thinking and feeling and speech, it is speech and not speech. Foucault
thought the Enlightenment had ‘autonomised’ language as a sign-system – breaking the magical
ties between ‘words and things’.105 Foucault wrote on the instability of referencing in image and
text in ‘Ceci n'est pas un pipe’ (‘This is Not a Pipe’ - the Magritte painting) and made an
attempt to distinguish resemblance and similitude.106 This is what artists have wrestled with, as
W.J.T. Mitchell points out that Malevich, ‘didn’t say it was a ‘picture of a red and a black
square’ or a representation of these figures. He saw it as a direct presentation of the figures.’107
Poetry took much longer to trust the reader/listener to work.
Tim Ingold does not take the nature of the artefact seriously enough in his phenomenological
account of skilled practice as forming culture. He discounts Berger and Luckmann’s
constructivism, but they do point out that objects are representational and fill ‘the reality of
everyday life’; we are constantly working with them and giving them meanings through the
subjective intentions of others. Cognitive artefacts that probably improve the quality of thought
include language, and memory storage systems such as paper and pencil and computers (such
change has not been conclusively demonstrated).
(For the implications of techne and technology for language, see Chapters 7.3; 16.3.) What is of
importance is not any cognitive divide, but material constraints on cognitive work (as seen with
extelligence and scaffolding).
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Chapter 4

1

Edmund Spenser, ‘The Ruines of Time’, (c1590) L400-03 from Alexander B. Grosart's The Complete
Works in Verse and Prose of Edmund Spenser [1882] prepared by Richard Bear at the University of
Oregon. http://darkwing.uoregon.edu/~rbear/ruines.html. [DL Sept 2000]
2
Ian Stewart and Jack Cohen, Figments of Reality: The Evolution of the Curious Mind, Cambridge:
Cambridge UP, 1997, p27. ‘The transition from brains to minds can be traced back to the time when
animals came up with non-genetic routes to protect their offspring.’ p27. I’d argue the transition from
evolution to history came later with poetry. Boisot refers to a similar concept as the ‘principle of least
action’. M. Boisot, Information Space, London: Routledge, 1995.
3
Tim Ingold, Transmission of Representations’ in The Debated Mind: Evolutionary Psychology Versus
Ethnography, Harvey Whitehouse, Ed., Berg, 2001, p148.
4
Merlin Donald sums up: ‘The first transition introduced two fundamentally new cognitive features: a
supramodal, motor-modelling capacity called mimesis, which created representations that had the critical
property of voluntary retrievability. The second transition added two more features: a capacity for lexical
invention, and a high-speed phonological apparatus, the latter being a specialised mimetic subsystem. The
third transition introduced external memory storage and retrieval, and a new working memory
architecture.’ Donald distinguishes two types of external memory systems, the mythic: before Greeks
external formalisms were mythic or narrative; and theoretic: the key innovation was writing – The Greeks
began to record jotting, speculation, evidence – before whole learnt histories, narratives. Donald says
these were ‘much more than a symbolic invention, like the alphabet, or a specific external memory
medium, such as improved paper or printing’ in ‘the process of externally encoded cognitive change and
discovery.’ Merlin Donald, Origins of the Modern Mind: Three Stages in the Evolution of Culture and
Cognition, Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard UP, 1991, p343.
5
Merlin Donald, 1991, p16. He calls objects which embody memories and which combine in many
different ways with the brain’s distributed, context-ridden ‘engrams’, ‘exograms’.
6
Memory is now categorised into two types: declarative memory (available to consciousness includes
memory for such things as daily episodes, words and their meanings, and history) and procedural memory
(generally not available to conscious awareness, including, motor skills, associations, puzzle solving
skills etc.). I would suggest that a rich poetics utilises all of these processes to varying degrees.
7
‘[T]he material culture itself was not just a product of a massive cognitive change, but also a cause of it.
An evolved psychology cannot be so easily escaped as I had imagined and the clever trick that humans
learnt was to disembody their minds into the material world around them: a linguistic utterance might be
considered as a disembodied thought. But such utterances last just for a few seconds.’ Steven Mithen,
‘Handaxes and Ice Age Carvings: Hard Evidence for the Evolution of Consciousness’, Cog Net,
http://cognet.mit.edu/posters/poster.tcl?publication_id=6371. [DL 2.7.2000] The archaeologist S. Mithen,
having examined stone tools as old as 1.4 million years ago finds evidence for conscious motor activity.
S. Mithen, ‘Handaxes: some hard evidence regarding the evolution of the mind and consciousness’ in
Section 6: ‘Evolution and the Function of Consciousness’, Towards a Science of Consciousness, The
Third Tucson Discussions and Debates, Eds., S. Hameroff, A. Kaszniak, and D. Chalmers, MIT Press,
2000. Elsewhere he writes, ‘The material objects, social structures, ritualistic performances, acts of storytelling, and complex tools of modern humans are not, therefore, simply products or representations of our
inner thoughts. They play an essential role in formulating, manipulating and sharing those thoughts. In
this regard, the brain of modern humans may not, in itself, have any greater powers of imagination than
that of the Neanderthals. It simply exploits the world outside of the skull to augment its powers of
creative thought.’ Steven Mithen, ‘The Evolution of Imagination: An Archaeological Perspective’,
SubStance Vol 30:1&2, 2001, p50.
8
‘This [primary] type of imagination appears as a pre-requisite for any complex living being--one that
must rapidly adapt its behaviour to a changing world... Evaluating the costs and benefits of the different
courses of actions requires imagination--sometimes conscious, frequently unconscious... .’ Steven
Mithen, 2001, p29. Andy Clark writes, ‘I am John’s brain... John is congenitally blind to the bulk of my
daily activities. . . What filters into his conscious awareness is somewhat akin to what gets onto the
screen display of a personal computer. In both cases, what is displayed is just as specially tailored
summary of the results of certain episodes of internal activity.’ Epilogue: A Brain speaks’, 1997, p223.
9
Mithen says especially compared to gossip, ‘because it engages with a part of our evolved psychology-the ideas in gossip are exactly the types of ideas our minds have evolved to deal with.’ Mithem 2001, p49.
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10

‘[N]either can man be understood without these objects, not these objects without man... Because of
this radical correspondence between visible things and human thoughts, savages, who have only what is
necessary, converse in figures.’ quoted Colin Falck, Myth, Truth and Literature: Towards a True PostModernism, Cambridge UP, 2nd edition, 1994.p120, and Owen Barfield, Poetic Diction, p92. Though we
know there is no difference, Levi Strauss in The Savage Mind (1966) dismantles Levy-Bruhl’s prelogic/logic mentality dichotomy.
11
Steven Mithen, ‘Handaxes and Ice Age Carvings’ ibid.
12
Dispense with a reliance on brain stuff and get into rocks and painting, ivory and carving. So artefacts
such as this figure, and indeed the cave paintings of the last ice age, functioned as anchors for ideas that
have no natural home within the mind; for ideas that take us beyond those that natural selection could
enable us to possess. Randall White in his introduction to Leroi-Gourhan's Gesture and Speech complains
that this art from southern Germany is ignored in the argument. Randall White, ‘Leroi Gourhan's position
that the earliest graphism took abstract or rhythmic forms. He paid no attention to the remarkable animal
sculptures in ivory from south German sites that are as old as, or even older than, the Cha telperronian
objects from Arcysur-Cure." André Leroi-Gourhan, Gesture and Speech (Le geste et la parole, 1965)
intro Randall White, trans. Anna Bostock Berger, MIT Press, 1993, pxxi. Since then (early 2002),
engraved ochre found in the Blombos Cave, South Africa has been dated as 77,000 years old and recently
decorated ostrich eggshell from 65,000c years ago has been found in the Cape area; Of these finds,
Christopher Henshilwood suggests, ‘Abstract or depictional images... provide evidence for cognitive
abilities considered integral to modern human behaviour.’ Christopher Henshilwood et al., Field School,
South Africa, Science, February 2002.
13
‘Another way of describing an artefact, or a thing, is to say that it is a practical abstraction, and thus, in
general, repeatable. That is to say, repeatability follows from the act of taking matter out of its natural
setting and placing it within a context of human intentions: insofar as the matter is ordered to a human
end, a similarly formed matter can function almost, if not equally, well.’ Joseph Catalano, Thinking
Matter: Consciousness from Aristotle to Putnam and Sartre, Routledge, 2000, p54. Ellen Dissanayake
has tried to find out why, ‘The strange thing is In every human society of which we know - prehistoric,
ancient, or modern – whether hunter-gatherer, pastoral, agricultural, or industrial, at least some form of
art is displayed, and not only displayed but highly regarded and willingly engaged in.’ Dissanayake,
Homo Aestheticus; Where Art Comes From and Why, Seattle, U of Washington P, 1995, p34. She offers a
functional account for art. For an ethologist to consider that a species' trait has evolved, it needs to satisfy
a number of criteria: (a) it has survival value. It feels good so the animal will want to do it. (b) is a
biological need. A significant amount of time and energy is spent doing it. (c) can be considered ‘a
behaviour’. That is, it is universally prevalent.’ p33. She argues Art fits these criteria. From her stance
that making art is a biologically innate need as fundamental as the need for food or shelter, she has since
added emotional and cognitive strands to her argument.
14
Andy Clark, 1997, p68-9. Andy Clark gives an example of scaffolding: ‘Asked to multiply 7222 X
9422, most of us resort to pen and paper (or a calculator)... We use the external medium paper to store the
results of these simple problems, and by an interrelated series of simple pattern completions coupled with
external storage we finally arrive at a solution.’ Andy Clark, 1997, p61.
15
Andy Clark, Natural-Born Cybogs: Why Minds and Technologies Are Made to Merge,
OUP, 2003.
16
All the artificial tools, the entire cultural environment, serve to 'expand our senses' (Viner, 1909).
Modern cultural man can allow himself the luxury of having the worst natural abilities, which he
amplifies with artificial devices thus coping with the external world better than the primitive man who
used his natural abilities directly. The latter broke a tree by beating it on a stone, modern man takes an
axe or a frame-saw and does this work quicker, better, and with less energy wasted.’ Lev Vygotsky and
A. R. Luria, Studies on the History of Behaviour: Ape, Primitive, and Child, Erlbaum, 1993, 169-70, 177.
Language is seen as extension of mental life, and at the social core of human nature by thinkers as diverse
as Bergson, Gehlen or McLuhan.
17
Culture is the way cognitive achievements, such as tool use but also representational techniques and
devices and institutional and social practices are transmitted down the generations. (A Lamarkian system
piggy-backing on a Darwinian one, though Vygotsky suggests that cultural evolution has succeeded
biological evolution).
18
He used the notion of zone of proximal development (ZPD) to show how external help at crucial
developmental moments gave children experiences of successful action, which a child alone could not
produce – eg. a child’s first steps. ‘When a child is ‘talked through’ a tricky challenge by a more
experienced agent, the child can often succeed at a task that would otherwise prove impossible. (Think of
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tying your shoelaces.) Later, when the adult is absent, the child can conduct a similar dialogue, but this
time with herself.’ Clark, 1997, p195
19
Andy Clark follows Vygotsy and Luria’s position here: ‘Consider a familiar tool or artifact, say a pair
of scissors. Such an artefact typically exhibits a kind of double adaptation – a two-way fit, both top the
user and to the task. On the one hand, the shape of the scissors is remarkably well fitted to the form and
manipulative capacities of the human hand. On the other hand (so to speak), the artifact, when it is in use,
confers on the agent some characteristic powers or capacities which humans do not naturally possess . . .’
Clark, 1997, p193.
20
Charles Bernstein, ‘Thought’s Measure’ from Content's Dream: Essays 19751984 (Los Angeles: Sun
& Moon Press, 1986; rpt Sun & Moon Classics, 1994, p61-2.
21
‘Speech provided humans with a rapid, efficient means of constructing and transmitting verbal
symbols; but what good would such an ability have done if there was not even the most rudimentary form
of representation already in place? There had to be some sort of semantic foundation for speech to have
proven useful, and mimetic culture would have provided it.’ Donald, 2001, p199.
22
Suddendorf ‘The rise of the metamind’, chap 12 of The descent of mind: Psychological perspectives on
hominid evolution, Ed. Michael C. Corballis & Stephen E.G. Lea, OUP, 1999. See also Cosmides, L., &
Tooby, J. ‘Consider the source: The evolution of adaptations for decoupling and metarepresentation’, in
D. Sperber, Ed., Metarepresentations: A multidisciplinary perspective. Vancouver studies in cognitive
science , OUP, 2000. Evidence also from autism suggesting that meta-representational abilities are
required for the appreciation of metaphor. F. Happe, ‘Communicative competence and theory of mind in
autism: A test of relevance theory’, Cognition, 48, 101-119,1993; ‘Understanding minds and metaphors:
Insights from the study of figurative language in autism’, Metaphor & Symbol, 10, 275-295, 1995. There
are alternative views. Simon Baron-Cohen proposes metamind does arrive late with hominids and thus
my be the key to the cultural explosion that coincides with the emergence of Homo sapiens.(and not
language). Simon Baron-Cohen proposes (chapter 13, The evolution of theory of mind) in The descent of
mind: Psychological perspectives on hominid evolution, Ed. Michael C. Corballis & Stephen E.G. Lea,
OUP, 1999. Considered generally as a specific human ability, Mithen (1996) claims great apes have this
capability and thus this skill evolved at least six millions years ago
23
Lyndsay Farrall discusses knowledge and its preservation in oral culture and notes that accurate
preservation needs accurate transmission. Unwritten Knowledge: Case Study of the Navigators of
Micronesia, Deakin University, (1979) 1984, p41.
24
Farrall, p46. See also Ruth Finnegan, ‘Literacy vs non literacy: the great divide’, in Modes of thought,
Ed., Robin Horgan & Ruth Finnegan, Faber, 1973, p120.
25
Darren Tofts & Murray McKeich, Memory Trade: A Prehistory of Cyberculture, G + B Arts
International, 1998, p40.
26
Christopher Bollas, ‘Certain objects, like psychic ‘keys,’ open doors to unconsciously intense—and
rich—experience in which we articulate the self that we are through the elaborating character of our
response.’ Christopher Bollas, On Being a Character: Psychoanalysis and Self Experience, Hill and
Wang, 1992, p17. Another approach is what Gregory McCulloch calls ‘Phenomenological Externalism’
- our experience of the world, not internal, experience is not introspective, we not only have access to
external world but depend on it for normal development and everyday living. McCulloch wants to remove
the gap between mind and world and deflate the Cartesian ‘ontological Real Distinction.’ Gregory
McCulloch, Life of the Mind: An Essay on Phenomenological Externalism, Routledge, 2003, p2.
27
Andy Clark, 1997, p163.
28
Rumelhart, D. E., Smolensky, P., McClelland, J. L., & Hinton, G. E. ‘Schemata and sequential thought
processes in PDP models’, in D. E. Rumelhart, J. L. McClelland, and the PDP Research Group, Eds.,
Parallel distributed processing: Explorations in the microstructure of cognition, Volume 2. Cambridge,
MIT Press, 1986, p46. Quoted by Andy Clark, 1997, p61.
29
Alan Dunning & Paul Woodrow, ‘Einstein’s Brain’, http://www.ucalgary.ca/~einbrain/EBessay.htm
[DL 2.5.2003]
30
Andy Clark, 1997, p46.
31
Andy Clark, 1997, p60.
32
Turkle argues Levi-Strauss developed the concept of ‘bricolage’, ‘to contrast the analytic methodology
of Western science with the associative science of the concrete practiced in many non-Western societies.’
Sherry Turkle, Life on the Screen: Identity in the Age of the Internet, Simon and Schuster, 1995, p51.
33
J.M. Balkin, Cultural Software, Yale UP, 1998, p4.
34
Culture and cultural software are tools used to make other tools. Three kinds of cultural tools - difficult
to separate in practice: technology - make tools from materials; institution - make tools from human
sociability; and cultural know how or software - makes tools from human understanding.
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35

J M Balkin, 1998, pxi. Balkin uses the notion of bricolage within an evolutionary frame. Levi Strauuss
compared it to an odd job person who fixes a problem with whatever tool is lying to hand. Balkin
suggests the bricoleur keeps the tools he has been using they evolve new forms and methods of larger
bricolage. He also posits memes as the other source of the development of ‘cultural software’.
36
J M Balkin, 1998, pxi.
37
J M Balkin, 1998, p32-4. Part of which is the self-augmentation that Ellul posits, which in turn may
change the nature of bricolage from human agents to a mechanical force.
38
This thesis examines cultural bricolage in Chapter 6.
39
‘Soft assembly out of multiple, largely independent components yields a characteristic mix of
robustness and variability. The solutions that emerge are tailored to the idiosyncrasies of context, yet they
satisfy some general goal. This mix, pervasive throughout development, persists in mature problem
solving and cation. Individual variability... [is] as powerful clue to the nature of underlying processes of
soft assembly.’ Andy Clark, 1997, p44.
40
Andy Clark, 1997, p207. Luria tells of an unusual case where S (his ‘memory man’ subject) wrote
things down to forget ‘First, S wrote the things down physically on paper and not in his mind. That was
the whole point of this method of forgetting, for he said: "Writing something down means I'll know I
won't have to remember it." Second, he did not remember the numbers "as burned up," but rather he still
remembered the numbers on the paper, which was burned up.’ A. Luria, The Mind of a Mnemonist: A
Little Book about a Vast Memory, transl Lynn Solotaroff, Cambridge, MA and London: Harvard UP,
1968, p71.
41
Diederick Raven, ‘The Enculturation of Logical Practice’, Configurations 4:3, 1996, p383.
42
Andy Clark, 1997, p195.
43
‘If only the organism could hit upon a way of turning round upon its own 'schemata' and making them
the objects of its reactions... It would be the case that the organism would say, if it were able to express
itself: "This and this and this must have occurred, in order that my present state should be what it is".
And, in fact, I believe this is precisely and accurately just what does happen in by far the greatest number
of instances of remembering.’ Bartlett, 1932, p202. W.J. Clancey quotes him in terms of linguistic
representations expressing and reflecting on our experience itself. He writes, ‘This is why we write things
down or ‘talk through’ an experience to clarify meanings and implications for future action. Protracted,
conscious experience -as in writing a paragraph - is not merely an awareness of elements placed in
‘working memory,’ but an active one. W.J. Clancey, ‘The biology of consciousness: Comparative review
of Israel Rosenfield, The Strange, Familiar, and Forgotten: An anatomy of Consciousness and Gerald M.
Edelman, Bright Air, Brilliant Fire: On the Matter of the Mind.’ Artificial Intelligence 60, 1991, 313356. http://cogprints.soton.ac.uk/documents/disk0/00/00/03/35/cog00000335-00/123.htm. [DL 3.4.1999]
44
Learning is social but social speech is internalised, 'Instead of appealing to the adult [for help], children
appeal to themselves; language thus takes on an intra-personal function in addition to its interpersonal
use... The history of the process of the internalisation of social speech is also the history of the
socialization of children's practical intellect'. L. Vygotsky, Mind in Society: The Development of Higher
Psychological Processes, Cambridge, MA: Harvard UP, 1978, p27. Rom Harré & Grant Gillett note that,
‘According to Vygotsky, the learning of manual skills is just as much a necessary condition for acquiring
as sense of self as the learning of verbal skills.’ Rom Harre & Grant Gillett, The Discursive Mind, Sage
Publications, 1994, p111. Volosinov similarly argues, 'the processes that basically define the content of
the psyche occur not inside but outside the individual organism, although they involve its participation.’
Marxism and the Philosophy of Language. Trans. by L. Matejka and I.R. Titunik. Cambridge, Mass.:
Harvard UP, 1973, p25. He also considered the determining factor of a child’s psychological development
to be social development, especially language development that goes in hand with concept development.
‘Cognitive skills and patterns of thinking are not primarily determined by innate factors, but are the
products of the activities practiced in the social institutions of the culture in which the individual grows
up. A child realises that everything has a name; each new object, event, or relation presents the child with
a problem situation - to name the object. He demands new words from adults. The early word-meanings
thus acquired will be the embryos of concept formation.’ A problem must arise that cannot be solved
otherwise than through the formation of new concepts.’ L. Vygotsky, 1962, p55. Jerome Bruner sums it
up, ‘language, used first as a communication tool, finally shapes the minds of those who adapt to its use.’
introduction to Collected Works of L.I. Vygotsky, 1987, p3.
45
William Calvin relates Oliver Sacks’s description of an eleven-year-old deaf boy, reared without sign
language for his first ten years: ‘Joseph saw, distinguished, categorized, used; he had no problems with
perceptual categorization or generalization, but he could not, it seemed, go much beyond this, hold
abstract ideas in mind, reflect, play, plan. He seemed completely literal — unable to juggle images or
hypotheses or possibilities, unable to enter an imaginative or figurative realm.... He seemed, like an
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animal, or an infant, to be stuck in the present, to be confined to literal and immediate perception, though
made aware of this by a consciousness that no infant could have.’ William Calvin, How Brains Think:
Evolving Intelligences, Then and Now, Basic Books, 1996, p64. Oliver Sacks, Seeing voices, Picador,
1991, p40-44. In 1800, a 12-year-old boy was discovered living wild in the woods near Aveyron. He had
been out there, alone, living rough for five, perhaps seven years. Whoever had abandoned him had cut the
child's throat and left him to die. There was still a neat clean scar a few inches long across the boy's neck.
He was brought to Paris, and seen a genuine child of nature, that Rousseau wanted us to return to. The
boy was no noble savage. Without language and unresponsive – he appeared autistic endlessly rocking.
After Sicard, a great educator for deaf-mutes declared him retarded, a surgeon, Jean-Marc Gaspard Itard,
intervened, and tried to educate and socialise the boy. He was named Victor and learnt to read, say a few
words and to obey simple commands, but he never properly spoke. He died in 1828. He is portrayed in
‘L’enfant sauvage’ by François Truffaut (1969). This started a new movement in education. His student
SÃcguin emphasised socialisation and productive activities which led to Montessori’s emphasis on selfeducation in a socially active and stimulating environment. Vygotsky used the term, ‘enabling theorymethod’; a method that is ‘simultaneously prerequisite and product, tool and the result of the study.’ As a
tool, it will lead us ‘to concentrate not on the product of development but on the very process by which
the higher forms are established... it will give prominence to distinctions our ordinary forms of language
easily make us overlook; and as a product, it will itself be ‘a qualitatively new form [or practice] that
appears in the process of development.’ L.S. Vygotsky, Mind in Society: the Development of Higher
Psychological Processes, M. Cole, V. John-Steiner, S. Scribner, and E. Souberman, Eds., Cambridge,
MA: Harvard UP, 1978, p8, 64, 65.
46
Ingold urges caution, ‘The resort to neurophysiological evidence entails a certain risk of circularity,
since neuro-physiologists, too, use metaphors to describe processes in the brain, and these metaphors tend
to be drawn from the language of cultural representation. You cannot, the, turn this around to claim that
these representations have an independent basis in neurophysiology.’ Tim Ingold, Ed., 1996, p181.
47
George Herbert Mead, Mind, Self and Society, Chicago UP, 1934 p175-95. Mead proposes a new type
of mimesis - Language is significant vocal gestures that elicit the same response and meaning in the
speaker as it does in the second individual.
48
Bruner has a ‘distributed’ view of Self in his practice oriented cultural psychology, which sees
ourselves in terms of dialogical relations to others in our environment.’ Bruner seeks ‘to attend to the
practices in which 'the meanings of Self' are achieved and put to use.’ J. S. Bruner, Acts of Meaning,
Cambridge, MA: Harvard UP, 1990, p116.
49
The language of others enable the child to make the leap to language and ‘it is only with the onset of
language that the child's mind becomes truly representational. ‘The alternative (to Chomsky's view) I
have sketched proposes that language competence does have a partial explanation in natural selection, in
that we have certain species-typical activity patterns adapted for language acquisition but that the actual
development of the competence can come about only through performance and requires the prior
existence of a public language that can serve as scaffolding.’ H. Hendriks-Jansen, Catching Ourselves in
the Act: Situated Activity, Interactive Emergence, Evolution, and Human Thought, MIT Press, 1996.
50
Scaffolding is where a facilitator creates a scaffold for students to achieve a task, then the next task is
set and scaffolded but with students beginning to learn on their own, and adapt the scaffolds to various
situations. It is a theory of cumulative bricolage. See A. N. Applebee & J.A. Langer, ‘Instructional
Scaffolding: Reading and Writing and Natural Language Activities’, Language Arts 660, 1983, p168–
175.
51
But there’s no evidence that information technology leads to better ‘thinking’ and he fails to give
weight to the embodied experiential underpinning of thought. He claims, ‘Technology has made us smart,
smart in the sense of being better able to think, to reason, to make judgments.’ Donald A Norman, Things
That Make Us Smart, Addison-Wesley, 1993, p250. Norman stresses the mind's representational capacity,
its ability to form mental models that enable us to understand and explain complex events.
In his earlier, The Psychology of Everyday Things (POET) (1986), Basic Books, 1998, Norman
demonstrates that machine-orientated design and ignorance of how humans interact with artefacts often
leads to an inefficient, sometimes dangerous, human - machine interactions. He uses the term affordance
(see to describe the relationship between the person and the environment. A table affords support such as
sitting. See James Gibson, The Ecological Approach to Visual Perception, Boston: Houghton-Mifflin,
1979. And William Gaver, ‘Affordances for Interaction: The Social is Material for Design’, Ecological
Psychology 8, 1996, p111-29.
52
Don Norman, post SIGCHI Bulletin, October 1994, Vol 26:4. p78-79. is.twi.tudelft.nl/hci/DiscussionNorman/msg00010.html. [DL 5.11.2000]
53
Edwin Hutchins, Cognition in the Wild, Cambridge, Mass.: MIT Press, 1995.

A New Defence of Poetry - and New Possibilities from Hypertext to Ecopoetry

79

54

N. Katherine Hayles, How We Became Posthuman: Virtual Bodies in Cybernetics, Literature and
Informatics, Chicago: U of Chicago P, 1999.
55
N. Katherine Hayles, ‘Flesh and Metal: Reconfiguring the Mindbody in Virtual Environments’,
Configurations 10.2, 2002, p297-8. Here she refers to Antonio Damasio’s work.
56
‘I argued that a range of developments in such fields as cognitive science, artificial life, evolutionary
psychology, and robotics were bringing about a shift in what it means to be human. The new formation
differs so significantly from the liberal humanist subject it could appropriately be called posthuman.’
Hayles, 2002, p319.
57
The quote begins: ‘Among the qualities of the liberal humanist subject displaced by technoscientific
articulations of the posthuman are autonomy, free will, rationality, individual agency, and the
identification of consciousness as the seat of identity. The posthuman, whether understood as a biological
organism or a cyborg seamlessly joined with intelligent machines, is seen as a construction that
participates in distributed cognition dispersed throughout the body and the environment.’ Hayles, 2002,
p319.
58
Hayles continues ‘Instead of the Cartesian subject who begins by cutting himself off from his
environment and visualizing his thinking presence as the one thing he cannot doubt, the human who
inhabits the information-rich environments of contemporary technological societies knows that the
dynamic and fluctuating boundaries of her embodied cognitions develop in relation to other cognizing
agents embedded throughout the environment, among which the most powerful are intelligent machines.
In these views the impact of information technologies on the mindbody is always understood as a twoway relation, a feedback loop between biologically evolved capabilities and a richly engineered
technological environment. Such feedback loops may be reaching new levels of intensity as our
environments become smarter and more information-rich, but the basic dynamic is as old as humans.’ N.
Katherine Hayles, 2002, p303.
59
Andy Clark, ‘Natural Born Cyborgs?’ The Edge: Third Culture, 12.29.2000, p4. See also Andy Clark,
Natural-Born Cybogs: Why Minds and Technologies Are Made to Merge, OUPress, 2003.
60
Donna Haraway, ‘Technological decontextualization is ordinary experience for hundreds of millions if
not billions of human beings, as well as other organisms. I suggest that this is not a denaturing so much as
a particular production of nature.’ ‘The Promises of Monsters: A Regenerative Politics for Inappropriate/d
Others’, in Lawrence Grossberg, Cary Nelson, Paula A. Treichler, Eds., Cultural Studies, New York;
Routledge, 1992, p297. ‘So my cyborg myth is about transgressed boundaries, potent fusions, and
dangerous possibilities which progressive people might explore as one part of needed political work. . ..
the need for unity of people trying to resist world-wide intensification of domination has never been more
acute.' Donna Haraway, ‘A Cyborg Manifesto: Science, Technology, and Socialist-Feminism in the Late
Twentieth Century’ in Simians, Cyborgs and Women: The Reinvention of Nature, New York; Routledge,
1991, p154. 'The dichotomies between mind and body, animal and human, organism and machine, public
and private, nature and culture, men and women, primitive and civilized are all in question ideologically...
The cyborg is a kind of disassembled and reassembled, postmodern collective and personal self.' p163
‘One of my premises is that most American socialists and feminists see deepened dualisms of mind and
body, animal and machine, idealism and materialism in the social practices, symbolic formulations, and
physical artefacts associated with 'high technology' and scientific culture.' p154. (Technological issues are
addressed in Chapter 7.) Carl Jung and Claude Levi-Strauss both used the pervasiveness of our seeing
black/white dichotomies, but it requires explanation. Laughlin and d'Aquili suggest the ‘tendency to
order reality into pairs that are usually subjectively experienced as opposites’ is based in the self-other
dichotomy. Charles Laughlin & Eugene d'Aquili, Biogenetic Structuralism, Columbia UP, 1974, p115.
Robert Storey thinks that humans are predisposed and, ‘may be said to be an organism of natural
divisions.’ Mimesis and the Human Animal: On the Biogenetic Foundations of Literary Representation.
Evanston: Northwestern UP, 1996. p79. Donna Haraway: 'To recapitulate, certain dualisms have been
persistent in Western traditions; they have all been systemic to the logics and practices of domination of
women, people of colour, nature, workers, animals - in short, domination of all constituted as others,
whose task is to mirror the self. Chief among these troubling dualisms are self/other, mind/body,
culture/nature, male/female, civilized/primitive, reality/appearance, whole/part, agent/resource, maker/
made, active/passive, right/wrong, truth/illusion, total/partial, God/man.’ ‘A Cyborg Manifesto: Science,
Technology, and Socialist-Feminism in the Late Twentieth Century’ in Simians, Cyborgs and Women:
The Reinvention of Nature, New York; Routledge, 1991, p177.
61
Susan Greenfield has expressed concern at the pace of biogenetic-technological-digital progress in
terms of human consciousness keeping up with the speed and amount of information. Mark Hansen
doubts our body/mind copes, ‘the prostheses we adopt to cognise and intervene in the technologically
driven material complexification of the universe only seem to expand our experiential alienation . . .[and
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fail to mediate] technologically generated alterations of the life-world into forms that fit the human
measure.’ Mark Hansen, Embodying Technesis: Technology Beyond Writing. Foreword by N. Katherine
Hayles, Ann Arbor: U of Michigan P, 2000, p71.
62
‘There were parks with enclosures of animals, kept for experiment . . . by art likewise we make them
greater or taller than their kind is, and contrariwise dwarf them and stay their growth; we make them more
fruitful and bearing than their kind is... we make them differ in colour, shape, activity, many ways.’
Quoted by Rupert Sheldrake, The Rebirth of Nature, Park St Press, 1994, p42.
63
Haraway, began as a biologist, became interested in the history of biology, then in literary theory and
philosophy, and today is known for her work in feminist technological, scientific studies.
64
Donna Haraway, 1991, p153-4. Haraway writes, ‘Cyborg imagery can suggest a way out of the maze of
dualisms in which we have explained our bodies and our tools to ourselves. This is a dream not of a
common language, but of a powerful infidel heteroglossia . . . Though both are bound in the spiral dance,
I would rather be a cyborg than a goddess.’ Haraway, 1991, p181.
65
Vygotsky, 1976, p544-5.
66
Carolyn Steedman, Landscape for a Good Woman, Virago, 1986. She points out that gender and class
always mediate the material worlds and personal subjectivities.
67
Believing, with Max Weber, that man is an animal suspended in webs of significance he himself has
spun, I take culture to be those webs, and the analysis of it to be therefore not an experimental science in
search of law but an interpretive one in search of meaning. Clifford Geertz, The Interpretation of
Cultures, New York: Basic Books, 1973, p5.
68
‘The Greeks ‘did not add vowels’ (a common misconception .. ) but invented the (pure) consonant. In
so doing they for the first time provided our species with a visual representation of linguistic noise that
was both economical and exhaustive.’ Eric A. Havelock, The Muse Learns to Write - Reflections on
Orality and Literacy from Antiquity to the Present, Yale U P 1986, p60.
69
Havelock identified concreteness with orality and abstract with literate. The literate could stand outside
and see from different points of view whereas oral person is committed to a position on matters.
70
M T Clanchy, ‘The Memory of the Written Record’, (1973) Blackwell, 1993, p279.
71
Joseph S. Catalano, ‘Crafting Marks Into Meanings’, Philosophy and Literature 20.1, 1996, p58.
72
Joseph S. Catalano, ‘The Script Rose’, Philosophy and Literature, 19.1, 1995, p86.
73
Joseph Catelano, 1996, p58.
74
He supposed there to be material and technical constituents of consciousness since humans (uniquely)
specialise in externalising what they learn. The paradox is that we externalise what we learn, our brains
become increasingly empty and so he suggested Aristotle's tabula rasa is ‘an evolutionary achievement of
erasure’. Leroi-Gourhan, 2002, p228. He excludes brain size as a defining characteristic to focus on
hand/face interdependence and the externalisation of what is learnt. He never defines humans whether by
the invention of writing or figuration, or any biological' criteria. He dissolves the distinction between
nature (anatomy, biology) and culture (writing, figuration) (as Ingold does).
75
Leroi-Gourhan, 2002, p114.
76
William Calvin, ‘The unitary hypothesis: A common neural circuitry for novel manipulations,
language, plan-ahead, and throwing?’, in K. R. Gibson and T. Ingold, ibid, p230-250. Cambridge:
Cambridge UP, 1993; And W. Calvin, The Throwing Madonna: Essays on the Brain. New York:
McGraw Hill, 1983.
77
See P. Lieberman, The Biology and Evolution of Language. Cambridge: Harvard UP, 1984. Lieberman.
He suggests we have evolved rules for sequential control of complex intentional acts such as tool use and
speaking - rules generalised across cognitive domains to control tool use and language sequencing
utilising a syntax at deep levels. It’s also a possibility that the evolution of language and its lateralisation
into the two hemispheres evolves from bimanual coordination required for object manipulation.
78
Susan Greenfield, The Human Brain, Phoenix, 1997.
79
'The impact of writing on social memory is much written about and evidently vast. The transition from
an oral culture to a literate culture is a transition from incorporating practices to inscribing practices.' P.
Connerton, How Societies Remember, Cambridge: Cambridge UP, 1989, p75. But our culture is still oral.
80
J.L. Austin, How to Do Things with Words, OUP, 1965. Connerton understands collective memory as
social memory, essentially performative and embedded in everyday life
81
John Vernon, Poetry and the Body, U of Illinois P. 1979, p29.
82
Thomas C. Gunter, Björn-Helmer Schmidt, Mireille Besson, 'Let's face the music: A behavioral and
electrophysiological exploration of score reading', Psycholinguistics V40:4, July 2003, p272.
83
Ernest Fenollosa, The Chinese Written Characters as a Medium for Poetry, Ed., Ezra Pound, City
Lights Books, 1936 (1919). He argued that Chinese written character 'speaks at once with the vividness of
painting' combining both visual and temporal elements. Fenollosa, 1936, p9. The Chinese ideographic

A New Defence of Poetry - and New Possibilities from Hypertext to Ecopoetry

81

method, in Fenollosa's and Pound's view, relies in its juxtapositions on a close observation of natural
processes. They believe that this is the way Chinese characters are formed: the juxtaposed parts of
'materials' form the images that imply 'immaterial' relationships. By putting the ideas of things together
the Chinese written language can point to concepts and universals. Theo Hermans: ‘Clearly, the main
interest of Fenollosa’s essay lies in the applicability of his conception of the nature of the ideogram to the
writing of poetry.’ Theo Hermans, The Structure of Modernist Poetry, Croom Helm, 1982, p105.
84
In 1914 in his essay ‘Vorticism’, he discusses a hokku (haiku): The footsteps of the cat upon the snow:
(are like) plum-blossoms. Pound explains: ‘The words 'are like' would not occur in original, but I add
them for clarity. The 'one image poem' is a form of super-position,’ that is to say, it is one idea set on top
of another.’ He then discusses ‘In a Station of the Metro’ in which he removes the words ‘is like’:
‘The apparition of these faces in the crowd: Petals, on a wet, black bough.’
85
Ezra Pound, 'A Retrospect', Literary Essays of Ezra Pound, London: Faber, 1954, p4.
86
'This is the meaning of the work of Fenollosa whose influence upon Ezra Pound and his poetics is well
known: this irreducibly graphic poetics was, with that of Mallarmé, the first break in the most entrenched
Western tradition. The fascination that the Chinese ideogram exercised on Pound's writing may thus be
given all its historical significance' Jacques Derrida, Of Grammatology, tr. Gayatri C. Spivak, Johns
Hopkins U.P., 1974, p92. (Pound was working on this before Fenollosa’s widow sent him the papers of
her deceased husband - due to the influence of the plastic arts). Vorticism emphasised dynamic form, the
poem is a construct that has planes of meaning which coincides with the energy given to the ideograph by
Fenollosa and Pound. The ideograph does have energy, but for a different reason to iconicity, it is
graphological. Michael Sullivan explains, ‘Not only is a man's writing a clue to his temperament, his
moral worth, and his learning, but the uniquely ideographic nature of the Chinese script has charged each
individual character with a richness of content and association the full range of which even the most
scholarly can scarcely fathom.’ The Arts of China. 3rd ed. Berkeley: U of California P, 1984, p185.
87
See George Kennedy, 'Fenollosa, Pound and the Chinese Character', Yale Literary Magazine, 126
(1958), p24-36; Hugh Kenner, The Pound Era, U of California P, 1971, p228.
88
By irreducibility, Fenollosa and Pound mean that the meaning of a word should depend upon the very
physical presence of the word, as seen in Chinese characters. Fenollosa observed that, 'true' (or 'sincere')
in Chinese is formed by two characters, 'man' and 'word', that is, 'man standing by his words'. Ernest
Fenollosa, 1936, p41.
89
Iterability is a property of signs. If one makes a sign, one can make the sign again at another time, in
another place, in another context. We can communicate because we can use words (signs) and
combinations of words over and over again. If we had to create new signs to express our thoughts each
time, communication would be impossible. Thus, iterability, or the property of being able to be repeated
in many different contexts, is essential to any form of communication. Derrida points out that ‘iter’ comes
from the Sanskrit term for ‘other’, though speech act theory avoids the metaphysics of etymology that
later Heidegger and Derrida. Derrida first uses the concept of Iterability in Limited Inc. p7
90
Derrida ‘Signature Event Context’ 1971 in On the Name - Selections, Thomas Dutoit Ed., Stanford UP,
1995. The starts of the seventies -wow! The year Geoffrey Hill’s Mercian Hymns was published, the
book that got me into writing poetry. Pound’s Canto’s has been abandoned two years earlier.
91
This doesn’t worry me, there are a whole load of negotiations before we get down to language
(ethnoscience, conversational analysis, ethnomehodology, phenomenological approaches generally). I’m
grateful to Gordon Bearn for his illuminations on this matter in ‘Derrida Dry’, Diacritics 25 Fall, 1995.
92
Jacques Derrida, Of Grammatology trans. Spivak, Reprint, 1998, Johns Hopkins UP, p158-59.
93
Saussure had thought linguistic meaning mapped differences on planes of sound to plane of ideas, he
distinguished langue the language system, a communal unconscious structure, outside any one person
(made imaginable by writing Harris and Ong would say) from parole speaking.
94
Roland Barthes, ‘The Death of the Author’ (1968) in Image / Music / Text, trans. Stephen Heath, Hill
and Wang, 1977, p142.
95
Ellen Spolsky,’ ‘Iconotropisms: The Early Modern Imagery Debates in a Cognitive Perspective’,
http://www2.bc.edu/~richarad/lcb/wip/es.html DL 28.2.99. She notes, But the effect of the work of the
deconstructionists in describing phenomena such as metaphor and irony, has been to make it is
impossible to maintain the traditional distinctions such as between literary and ordinary language, or
literal and figural meaning.
96
George Steiner remarks. ’The difference between an artificial language such as Fortran, programmed
by information and computer theorists, and natural language is one of vital ambiguities, or potentiality
and undecideability.’ George Steiner, After Babel Aspects of Language and Translation, OUP, 1992.
97
Joseph Tabbi, ‘Before film and the gramophone, a reader capable of forgetting the materiality of print
on a page could reasonably be expected to imagine these other registers in the privacy and solitude of

A New Defence of Poetry - and New Possibilities from Hypertext to Ecopoetry

82

reading, and to find enjoyment in doing so. Now, with the Imaginary made explicit and public and
externalised on screens, there's no need for such a detour through print. So as readers we can focus again
on what's there before our eyes: namely, printed words.’ Writing Under Constraint An Interview with
Joseph Tabbi by Anthony Enns, http://www.uiowa.edu/~iareview/tirweb/feature/tabbi/index.html# [DL
25.3.2003]
98
Leroi-Gourhan, 2002, p195.
99
Derrida, On Grammatology, 1974, John Hopkins UP, p83-93. Vygotsky notes that writing and speech
have very different development. ‘Our investigation has shown that the development of writing does not
repeat the development of speaking.’ Thought and Language, (1934) MIT Press, 1962, p180.
100
‘[T]he issue has been obscured by a failure to grasp Derrida's point when he identifies those
problematic factors in language (catachreses, slippages between 'literal' and 'figural' sense, subliminal
metaphors mistaken for determinate concepts) whose effect - as in Husserl - is to complicate the passage
from what the text manifestly means to say to what it actually says when read with an eye to its latent or
covert signifying structures. This 'free-play' has nothing whatsoever to do with that notion of an out-andout hermeneutic license which would finally come down to a series of slogans like ‘all reading is
misreading,’ ‘all interpretation is misinterpretation,’ etc.’ Christopher Norris, What's Wrong with
Postmodernism? p151.
101
Walter J. Ong, Orality and Literacy: The Technologizing of the Word, Ed. Terence Hawkes, Methuen,
1982, p67. Ong develops a notion of 4 stages of psycho-cultural evolution: primary orality; manuscript or
chirographic; print or typographic; secondary orality.
102
Donna Haraway, 1991, p175
103
He distinguishes, ‘the oral way ‘the ‘oral’ conceived as embracing all the ways of organising
behaviour relying upon the wide range of mental and physical procedures (including body learning) we
can call remembering... But memorization of texts, the mode of the rhapsode who recited a poem that had
a completely accomplished verbal form, is very different from remembering. Memorizing isn't
remembering, and recording isn't remembering. But I don't want to be pious about the oral. The literal
recording has distinct advantages. I am also quite unsatisfied by the distinctions between the ‘oral’ and
‘literate’ laid out by Ong and Havelock, brilliant as their pioneering work in this area has been.’Charles
Bernstein, An Interview with David Antin, The Review of Contemporary Fiction, Vol. XXI, no. 1,
http://www.centerforbookculture.org/interviews/interview_antin.html. (cited as CB Int). What Antin calls
the ‘literal’ ranges from the ancient "art of memory," whose invention is usually attributed to the sixthcentury Greek poet Simonides to writing, making marks, the ’spatialization of memory.’ These involve
techniques, mostly using techne and tools. He states: ‘I am also quite unsatisfied by the distinctions
between the ‘oral’ and ‘literate’ laid out by Ong and Havelock, brilliant as their pioneering work in this
area has been. The two fundamentally different ways of proceeding still seem to me the ones I laid out
twenty-five years ago in ‘the sociology of art’: the differences between an ‘oral’ and a ‘literal’ culture the ‘oral’ conceived as embracing all the ways of organising behaviour relying upon the wide range of
mental and physical procedures (including body learning) we can call remembering; and the ‘literal,’
which includes the whole range of procedures laying access to some form of ‘recording’ or spatialization
of memory, including drawing and mark-making of any sort, and perhaps also nonspatialized but
ritualised repetitional, recitational memorising.’ C Bernstein interview, ibid.
104
David Antin, ‘is this the right place?’ talking at the boundaries, New Directions, 1976, p45-46.
105
Michel Foucault, The order of things: An Archaeology of the Human Sciences, (1966) New York,
Vintage Books, 1973. For discussions of the relationship between words and what they signify, see Roger
Brown, Words and Things, Harvard UP, 1970; and Willard Quine, Word and Object, Wiley and Sons,
1960.
106
‘Between text and figure, we must admit a whole series of crisscrossings, or rather between one and
the other attacks are launched and arrows fly against the enemy target, campaigns designed to undermine
and destroy, wounds and blows from the lance, a battle... images falling into the midst of words, verbal
flashes crisscrossing drawings... discourse cutting into the form of things.’ It is ‘a subtle and unstable
dependency, at once insistent and unsure.’ Michel Foucault, This is Not a Pipe, trans. James Harkness,
Berkeley: U of California P, 1983, p26. He finds a reciprocal borrowing between the text which flows
rounded like drawing, and the image which becomes abstract like an ideogram. Resemblance suggests
words corresponding to the world, while similitude refers to relations between texts, relative to
interpretation - ‘Resemblance presupposes a primary reference that prescribes and classes.’ p44.
107
W.J.T.Mitchell, ‘Ut Pictura Poesis: Abstract Painting and the Repression of Language’, Critical
Inquiry 15: 348-371, 1989, p357.

A New Defence of Poetry - and New Possibilities from Hypertext to Ecopoetry

83

Chapter 5 Iconic Speech - What Need of Poets?
5.1

Singing the Body – Music of Speech

5.2

Iconic Speech

5.2

What Need of Poets?

Box 5

Cante jondo (Deep Song)

Linked Appendices
Appendix 6 Embodied Speech – word as gesture
Appendix 7 Speech as music
Appendix 8 Poetry as Enaction - Aboriginal Poetry

The inherent poeticity of language is suppressed by the linearity of the alphabet, and the
objectification of language by printed texts, bureaucratisation, and notions of rationality and
objectivity.
The body is the subject and object of experience, at the same time. This doubling fits with
Merleau Ponty’s insistence on the centrality of voice and its poetic performative nature.
The natural poeticity of language is realised through a phenomenology of language, which
views language as utterances intimate with the world. Language is naturally iconic (contra
Saussure). Sounds we make are meaningful in terms of a language-animal ecologically dwelling
in the world; thus the sounds are poetically performative. This powerful force in meaning is
being lost, as we lose contact with oral traditions.

5.1

Singing the Body – Music of Speech
‘One belief from the present likely to stupefy future generations is the postmodern
orthodoxy that the body is primarily, if not entirely, a linguistic and discursive
construction.’
N. Katherine Hayles1

Plato’s fantasy of transcending embodiment has remained popular with various discourses:
Idealists, the religious, to the hi-tech techno-optimists.2 Yet we are absolutely embodied.
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The anthropologist Alfred Gell talked of a ‘capacity’ for language, and defends the difference
with non-verbal communication (e.g. gestures) while recognising that they normally accompany
each other. He doubts culture consists of verbally constituted meanings, rather culture uses
concepts established in the course of a direct, practical involvement with other people and
things; it need not, and in children does not, require verbal discourse.3 Speech does not so much
represent in words what the speaker already knows, but is part of overall skilled activity –
including various non-linguistic practices as well.4 Roy Harris proposes that verbal and nonverbal behaviour should be re-integrated in our analyses to match how they interweave in
everyday life.5 Tim Ingold notes that we combine all senses in one ‘continuous flow of action’:
‘Thus, every bout of vocal activity is framed within a context of gesture that is going on before
we begin to speak, that proceeds through the utterance and continues after it has ended.’ 6 David
McNeil’s work has shown that holistic, image-like presentational character of expression in
gesticulation is planned for, and organised simultaneously with, the planning and organisation
of speech. 7 And Andrew Lock has observed that small children beginning to speak (around one
year old), tie gesture and vocalisation together;8 it is one way language becomes social, as ‘the
web of significances.’9
Hayles views bodies, ‘not as nouns that enact verbs, but first and foremost as dynamic processes
that weave together the embodied materialities of diverse life forms to create richly complex
distributed cognitions.’10 She distinguishes the body from embodiment, the latter always an
ecological process.11 The mind/brain-body/subject is best viewed from an ecological and
embodied approach, where terms like ‘representation’ and ‘information’ are contextualised
within the mind/brain/body. Ingold insists, ‘Body and mind, therefore, are not two separate
things but two ways of describing the same thing - or better, the same process, namely the
activity of the organism-person in his or her environment.’12 Humans not only have a body, but
are involved in its development over a life cycle.13
Appendix 6

Embodied Speech – word as gesture

Language, contrary to much poststructuralist theory, is ‘not the primary medium of thought’, as
Mary Crane argues,14 but is fundamental to how we negotiate the world, and at the simplest
level.15 Externalist views must be balanced by an understanding of the embodied subject.
Vico and then Herder, followed by Shelley, claim that all literatures begin with song and
poetry.16 Herder claimed the first human language was, ‘as natural to the human being,
appropriate to his organs and natural drives as the nightingale’s song was natural to the
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nightingale.‘17 He realised that human speech contained an extra factor (which he thought was
naming), but, ‘Even when language became more regular, monotonous, and regimented, it still
retained a species of song, as the accents of so many savages bear witness . . .’18 Herder
believed that hearing was the sense cohering human experiences; everything we sense has a
tonal correlate (internally). He blamed the printing press for separating us from primitive song:
‘Now the poet wrote; previously he sang.’19 His notion of primordial orality would not have
been concerned with Parry and Lord’s discoveries. Homer’s voice is perceived directly by the
group as if one, and heard directly, internalised (iconic).
Appendix 7

5.2

Speech as music

Iconic Speech

Perception is interpenetrated with the body, action and language - they are closely interrelated
processes, (a fluidity more fundamental than Mithen’s cognitive fluidity). If external worlds are
inscribed in individual nervous systems, it would occur through a wide synaesthesia - as Karl
Lashley suggested in the 1950s.20 More recently, Gerd Sommerhoff has developed the idea that
kinaesthetics is tied to representations of the external world, suggesting consciousness is
internal modelling of the ‘world-and-the-self-in-the-world’.21 Action, as well as perception, may
be similarly organised.22 However, as Gibson suggests, internal modelling may not be the best
way for making sense of the world but move to an ecological understanding of perception and
cognition. (Chapter 6.1)
Against the position of iconic language is Saussure’s denial of any necessary, inherent or
'natural' connection between the signifier and the signified - between the sound or shape of a
word and the concept to which it refers. The relationship is dependent on conventions. Saussure
emphasised ‘l'arbitraire du signe’, insisting that even apparent onomatopoeic words are
conventionalised forms.23 Support for Saussure comes from: the existence of synonyms, the
very existence of different languages, and the fairly frequent dissimilarity of iconic
(onomatopoeic and sound-symbolic) words in different languages. For Saussure, ‘the arbitrary
nature of verbal language is the main reason for its complexity, subtlety and ability to perform a
wide range of functions.'24 (Not even the logical positivists could provide an atomic referential
model of language.) Colin Falck attacks Saussure: ‘No Saussurian theorist has yet had anything
significant to say about rhythm: and yet rhythm, both within literature and outside of it, must –
through its connection with temporality – lie close to the very essence of life itself.’25 Rhythm is
with us at all times. In the seasons, tides, heartbeats - in earliest poetry strong rhythmic chanting
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was believed to signify the presence of the divine, and there is evidence that Homeric bards
went into a trance. The archaic arts are all based on rhythm - dance, drumming and poetry.
If we look beyond the conceptual meaning of words to the emotional content and their gestural
sense (a key to poetry), then the words, vowels and phonemes become ways of singing the
world, and not arbitrary sounds. They are not mimetic (a naive onomatopoeic theory posits
objective resemblance), rather, Merleau-Ponty writes, ‘they extract, and literally express, their
emotional essence.’26 Words are not arbitrary to their meaning being motivated by the
movements of the body. Heidegger talked of speakers ‘co-responding’ to language, which is
what ‘genuinely’ speaks. Heidegger suggests a deep relationship between speaker, words and
world, though not in an embodied iconic sense - more etymological and spiritual as the
repository of tradition.27 Influenced by Heidegger, Merleau-Ponty argues that poetic expression
is paradigmatic of linguistic activity and argues that the full meaning of a language is never
translatable into another. He takes the parole, not langue, approach, situating language within
the lifeworld of its speakers, not inside a formal system. Heidegger also argues that language is
poetic: ‘It is as much a property of language to sound and ring and vibrate, to hover and to
tremble, as it is for what is spoken to carry a meaning.’28 This figure makes words originary and
primordial, not under our control; epitomised in his famous expression, ‘Die Sprache spricht’
(language speaks).
Derrida argues that speech is not actual thought, though appearing to possess ‘presence,’ and
direct connection to the mind; rather, symbols that mediate and represent thoughts.29 Speech is
aural symbols that represent thoughts and appears to possess ‘presence’ because people appear
to speak and think simultaneously. Like writing, speech is a mediation of thought, a delaying
through representation. Speech is given a higher status than writing, which Derrida terms the
'phonocentric' bias.
Maxine Sheets-Johnstone supplies interdisciplinary evidence for Merleau-Ponty’s position, and
takes it further (using evolutionary theory, paleoanthropology, archaeology, and ontogenetic
development studies). She notes that for language to be arbitrary (Saussure’s claim), requires a
sophisticated concept of the arbitrary, as opposed to the non-arbitrary, and experience of
arbitrary and non-arbitrary sounds. She asserts a physiognomic congruency of sound and
meaning and argues that human language is expressive - not propositional as philosophers and
linguists presume.30 In her later book, The Primacy of Movement, she argues that every human
act, even thoughts or memories, are generated, not in some mental space, but, ‘a spontaneous
bodily happening that is felt.’31
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‘We learnt without words. We learned without any kind of formal instruction from
others. We were our own teachers. We taught ourselves – spontaneously -... We
learned directly from our own bodies what it is to be the animate forms we are... We
learned our possibilities by moving and having moved – by catching ourselves in the
kinetic act, so to speak.’
Maxine Sheets-Johnstone 32

Our forgotten tactile/auditory organ, the tongue, becomes witness to a rich visual world. This
pink organ articulates objects and relationships in the world bringing even distant aspects of the
world to touch. It has a power we do not control.33 However language comprehension requires
knowing how the world works and what different contexts/backgrounds mean.
‘Do words actually take their meanings from their attachment to mental images that
are mapped onto an otherwise meaningless ‘out there’, or do they gather their
meanings from the relational properties of the world itself, given the situational
contexts of utterance and the histories of past usage?’
Tim Ingold34

We dwell in a world of meaningful objects; a letter is a communication, not pulped wood with
dye marks. Heidegger notes, ‘What we 'first' hear is never noises or complexes of sounds, but
the creaking wagon, the motorcycle. We hear the column on the march, the north wind, the
woodpecker tapping, the fire crackling.’35
Since the Renaissance and the discovery of perspective painting in particular, where subject and
the object being 'observed' are separated, the visible is perceived as originating from an
individual subject. Vision was the main sense for obtaining certainty; new sciences began
through emerging technologies of lens grinding and a concern for optics.36 Don Ihde points to
differences between vision and hearing: ‘the former is unidirectionally forward, while the latter
is omni-directionally centred.’37 Writing has fundamentally altered our conception of the word
(Appendix 5). Familiarity with writing means that when we hear language, we imagine it to be
written down. This leads us to perceive words as things, as having existence and meaning quite
independently of their actual sounding in acts of speech. Ingold argues we now look behind the
spoken word to extract the meaning a sound encodes. Meaning is no longer found in the actual
sound of the word as it is spoken, nor in the effect it has on us, in a particular context. This is
one impulse towards poets working on the materiality of language. Artists wrestle with the
gestalt, exploring its constituent parts - hence sound poetry and concrete poetry. 38 Rosmarie
Waldrop states, ‘We do not usually see words, we read them, which is to say we look through
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them at their significance, their contents. Concrete Poetry is first of all a revolt against this
transparency of the word.’39 (Appendix 30)
In oral cultures, people listen carefully to the words the way we listen to song concentrating on
the sounds not meanings coded, words are their sounds, they are not things conveyed by sounds.
Yet sound is more anarchic, uncontrollable, than vision.
Box 5 Cante jondo (Deep Song)
‘A yell does not make me think of anger, it is anger itself.’ Merleau Ponty40
‘It was in Tomelloso, one day in winter if I remember right. The cante had gone on for hours
already and it was well towards dawn when, majestically, the siguiriyas began... An old peasant
tapped with his cane on the tiles, once in a while, always keeping the rhythm. in his other hand
was a glass of wine . . Suddenly with a cry that was incredibly horrible and incredibly real, and
incredibly communitarian and intimate, a cry that pierced though I no longer remember the
exact word, the glass shattered into pieces in the hand of that fierce old man. We saw how his
hand, his forearm, his clothes were soaked in blood and wine. We were afraid. The singer
stopped. The old man asked him to go on, to go on...‘ Felix Grande41
Federico Garcia Lorca distinguished cante jondo (deep song, for voice only) and the rest ‘which
he dismissed as mere flamenco.’ He thought cante jondo the oldest and endangered and the
siguiriya its perfect prototype.42 He describes the mysterious power as their duende, ‘The arrival
of duende always presupposes a radical transformation on every plane... All art is capable of
duende. But the place that it naturally occurs is in music, dance, or spoken poetry because they
require a living body for interpretation and because they are forms that perpetually live and die,
their contours are raised upon an exact presence.’ 43
‘In the ayeo the voice is heard in a distinctive and fundamental way... I is found as if in the
portal to the day of creation, as if language did not yet exist.’ Luis Rosales 44

‘When sound ceases to follow sense, when, that is, it makes sense of sound, then we
touch on the matter of language. This is the burden of poetry; this is why poetry
matters. It is precisely because sound is an arational or non-logical feature of language
that it is so significant for poetry – for sound registers the sheer physicality of
language a physicality that that must be the grounding of reason exactly insofar it
eludes rationality. Sound is language’s flesh... ‘
Charles Bernstein 45
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‘One of the primary features of poetry as a medium is to foreground the various iconic
features of language – to perform the verbalness of language. The poetry reading, as
much as the page, is the site for such performance.’
Charles Bernstein 46

One niche habitat in the avant-garde is ‘sound poetry’ that depends on glossolalic effects, pure
phonemes aiming to the condition of music (more severely than Symbolism).
Poets pay attention to the words they use. Even in literate cultures, poets have an oral impetus.
John Clare felt embarrassed at continually muttering phrases, lines, and thinking poetry aloud:
‘it made my thoughts so active that they became troublesome to me in company and I felt the
most happy to be alone’47 Wordsworth’s actual practice was revealed by his wife, Mary - he
would be, ‘murmuring his verses’; locals in the Lakes also reported him mumbling to himself as
he walked. A servant confided, ‘Mr Wordsworth went bumming and booing about, and she,
Miss Dorothy, kept close behint him, and she picked up the bits as he let ‘em fal, and tak’ ‘em
down, and put ‘em on paper for him.’ Wordsworth wrote to Isabella Fenwick that he began
Tintern after crossing the Wye and didn’t finish it till he reached Bristol and added, ‘Not a line
of it was altered, nor any part of it written down till I reached Bristol.’48
‘Merleau-Ponty's first point is that words, even when they finally achieve the ability to
carry referential and, eventually, conceptual levels of meaning, never completely lose
that primitive, strictly phonemic, level of "affective" meaning which is not translatable
into their conceptual definitions... and which are much more like a melody -a ‘singing
of the world’- than fully translatable, conceptual thought.’
James Edie 49

The affective level connecting nonverbal processes, and music, energise speech practice. Sound
offers meanings in various ways:
‘Each language’s specific morphology allows many possibilities for iconicity – from
the physical size or number of characters in a word, to the number of syllables or
patterns in a word, to associations with timbre or intonation or patterning. Iconicity
refers to the ability of language to present, rather than represent or designate, its
meaning. Here meaning is not something that accompanies the word but is performed
by it.’
Charles Bernstein 50
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In Plato's Cratylus, Cratylus argued that the meaning of a word is linked to its physical form (its
sound). He used the word Zeus (Greek, Dios/ Zenos) interpreted as (di on ze panta - through
whom all live).51 Enlightenment philosophers tried to force the issue by devising artificial
languages, which tied phonemic and morphological form to referents in the world.52 Lucretius
pours scorn on the idea that someone invented words arbitrarily (BK5:1040-1045). And recent
theorists argue many words that were once iconic have had that relation worn away.53 Our sense
of onomatopoeia is well documented.54 Everyday English usage is heavily iconic, the form of
the word (sight or sound) bears some relation to what is referred to. But there is a broader sense
of synaesthesia, which Robin Allott terms 'natural expressiveness' (Sound Symbolism).55 He
notes ‘The sound-meaning matching for words referring to movement is more adequate than for
visual words; a word which evokes impressions of movements may be thought more appropriate
because it triggers off mechanisms similar to those which are involved in the actual source of
sound symbolism.’ A kinaesthetic perception or 'muscle sense' is part of concrete and abstract
thinking.56

Then there is writing. Stephen Ratcliffe argues that, ‘the sound of a poem’s words and
their visual shape on the page are interconnected: that the sound of words is, literally, an
acoustic shape (the shape of words in air), their shape literally a visual sound (letters
waiting to become sound).’57

5.3

What Need of Poets?

Alfred Gell noted that the Umeda (of New Guinea) apprehend the heavily forested environment
as a symphony of sounds. He suggests that their ‘auditory’ culture (compared to vision) brings
people into a much closer, and more sympathetic involvement, with their surroundings. Gell
argued that the Umeda language can be best understood as a system of vocal gestures, which
effectively delineate their own meaning. All their speech, he claims, is inherently poetic, singing
with meaning (unlike katajjait - Innuit throat music).58 There is an anecdote that Basil Bunting
when teaching poetry, gave up talking about poetry and just read poems. To work his students’
ears he would play a record of The Goldberg Variations.
The Umeda apprehend the world by listening even to landscape features, which are perceived
firstly as movements, to which the body resonates like a sounding cavity, and responds through
the activity of speech. The spoken word echoes to the movement of the being or feature in the
environment, which it evokes, giving rise to a striking characteristic of the Umeda language that
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Gell calls ‘phonological iconism’. This idea comes from Merleau-Ponty, who realised the body
is ‘a general instrument of comprehension’, and, ‘the setting for the phenomenal world of a
person's experience: a constant flux of images, sounds, environmental conditions, body gestures,
aromas, ideas, and flashbacks.’59 Ingold suggests, ‘This is why Aboriginal people sing their
songs of the Dreaming, songs which give form to their feeling for the country around them.’60
David Abram, from studies of indigenous traditions and early Western culture, supports this
view that language was a sensuous connection to nature. Human speech arose from the
landscape, and from the other cries and songs that surrounded us which are now being
extinguished (from birds to free-flowing rivers). Languages are becoming extinct, but we are
also impoverishing our own languages losing its resonance with the natural environment:
‘Language is first of all bodily and it remains always secretly rooted in bodily gesture,
rhythm, tone and melody. If we began to awaken ourselves to that bodily, poetic,
gestural depth in all of our speaking, we would be waking up to a layer in language
that we share with all of the other animals and with the wind.’
David Abram 61

Abram claims that even early writing keeps that connection. He updates Pound’s ideograph
argument, but there seems little evidence for it; as Catalano notes, the symbolic leap is key.62
Abram’s main thesis, that writing has distanced us form the world, parallels Walter Ong’s work.
Ong viewed logician and rhetorician Ramus, as symptomatic of a shift in Western
consciousness, from conceiving knowledge as something essentially heard (which favours
animism and harmony with nature) to conceiving knowledge as seen (which favours a
mechanical universe and control of nature).63 Ramus wanted to develop memory by rational
thought, he was not interested in logic alone, but how information was set out on the page, the
materiality and typography etc. formed a visual mnemonic. Ramus believed in logic over
authority, and converted to Protestantism; it killed him. Born in Picardy (1515), he died in the St
Bartholomew's massacre. Ong thought that sight situates the observer outside the scene and is
unidirectional, whereas sound arrives from all directions. One can immerse oneself in sound and
as Ong writes ‘Sound is more real or existential than other sense objects, despite the fact it is
more evanescent.’64 Yet for a blind person the sound of cane visualises space in a room.65
We are immersed within the auditory world, such that it penetrates our consciousness, causing
us to respond subjectively, with passion and feeling, though our urban bureaucratic lives stifle
such affect.66 Thus Gell claims Umeda is a ‘culture of sympathy.’67 Stoller makes much the
same point in his ethnography of the Songhay, sound ‘penetrates the individual and creates a

A New Defence of Poetry - and New Possibilities from Hypertext to Ecopoetry

91

sense of communication and participation’.68 This is another argument for the naturalness of the
poetic, which emphasises the sounds of language). Stenzel emphasises, ‘the belief, deeply
rooted in our natural feeling for language, that meaning lies directly in the sound of words; this
belief is sustained by a peculiar feeling that it is self-evident, which certainly constitutes a very
important experience in the mother-tongue and in any other language of which we have a
reasonable understanding.’69
Poets produce poems not just speech, and poems are tools to imagine possibilities and direct
attention in new and creative ways. Poems are scaffolding and extelligence, as well as using an
aesthetic, rather than bureaucratic or economic approach. Gaston Bachelard supposed poetic
images reverberate over time, through a phenomenology of the experience of poetic images, in
which, 'the duality of subject and object is iridescent, shimmering, unceasingly active in its
inversions.'70 He suggests one should approach poems by listening not through an interrogation.
The lyric is bound to voice as interior/exterior, subjective/universal. Paul Valéry writes, on the
‘poetic principle’: ‘I believe that this principle is to be sought in the voice, and in the singular,
exceptional union, difficult to prolong, of the voice with thought itself. To give to the act of
voice a life of its own, autonomous, intimate, impersonal – that is to say, personal-universal... to
make of the word a resonator of the spirit... such is the end, the desire, the sign, the
commandment.’71 Helen Vendler asserts that the lyric, 'remains the genre that directs its
mimesis toward the performance of the mind in solitary speech [and] deliberately strips away
most social specification (age, regional location, sex, class, even race).’72 She also asserts that
readers prefer to think of Shakespeare’s Sonnets as 'discursive prepositional statements', rather
than as, 'situationally motivated speech acts.' We remain condemned to a 'static view of any
given sonnet'. She emphasises that in the aesthetic experience we 'encounter 'temporally', ‘the
words of a poem are not ‘overheard’... The act of the lyric is to offer its readers a script to
say.’73 Many poems, as specific speech acts, are unspecific in terms of their occasion, their time,
place and contextuality of addressee/s. So it is difficult to conceive of the poem as an event. The
lyric can act as a defence of subjectivity against the material flux of a postmodern world though
with modernity, the lyric lost its rhetorical grounding in specific occasions with deixis void of
specific referential content.74
In his theory of genre, Northrop Frye argues that the roots of lyric are not dramatic (contra the
New Critics), but musical; originating in chanting prayers, riddles etc. - non-referential and not
mimetic.75 The poet performs in a prophetic manner speaking words that re-energise the order of
the world though Blake’s seer, and Rimbaud’s voyant are unreliable (in terms of my thesis).
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Poetry is chanted, and not only in oral cultures; Hazlitt remarked: ‘There is a chaunt in the
recitation of both Coleridge and Wordsworth which acts as a spell upon the hearer, and disarms
the judgment.’76 And Jed Resula notes that, ‘Tennyson’s manner of reading aloud commonly
struck people as oracular, chanted not spoken, an incantation not a recital. His preferred device
was the vowel drone.’77 Such techniques are still used today by poets in performance, including
Jerome Rothenberg.
‘My performance is the sounding of a poem: it is renewal of the poem, the poem’s
enlivening. Without this sounding there would be no poem as I have come to do it
(though, since I work by writing, there would be notes about the poem as I intended it).
This is the return to voice, to song, as the poet Gary Snyder speaks of it; it is one side
of the impulse towards the oral, toward a poetry of performance, as is that other side,
discourse, that the poet David Antin speaks of.’
Jerome Rothenberg 78

Jonathan Culler believes that semiosis is necessary to understand our social and cultural world,
not just literary pleasure.79 Graddol criticises such structuralist mainstream linguistics for
treating language as, ‘an autonomous mechanism whose structure can be described and analysed
independently of the social contexts of its use.’80 Such an approach ignores the subversive,
improvised, contingent, playful aspects of language. Language is not just information and
communication exchange.
We are not only culturally but biologically cultural, history informs our ontogenetic
development, whereby we become into being as cultural organisms.81
‘The expulsion of the poets by Plato 'has less to do with the control that they exert over
the emotions than with their power to recall us to voice and voicing to ourselves.'
David Appelbaum82

Barthes is wary of speech embroiling the body in theatrical and expressive hysteria,83 yet is
seduced by the sensuality: ‘The voice is a diffusion, an insinuation, it passes over the entire
surface of the body, the skin.... It can effect orgasm.’84 This is why poets dislike actors reading
poetry, partly also to do with notions of authenticity. 85 As Ron Silliman notes, ‘the ‘I’ of text
and the ‘I’ of the person standing in front of audience are peculiarly wedded.’86
Attacks on voice are a reaction to the Romantic idea that the reader overhears a spontaneous
overflow of inspired poetry, as articulated by Shelley: ‘[A] Poet is a nightingale, who sits in
darkness and sings to cheer its own solitude with sweet sounds; his auditors are as men
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entranced by the melody of an unseen musician.’87 This in turn was Romanticism’s reaction to
the renaissance idea that poetry and rhetoric were entwined. The voice is intimate and revealing
of gender, class, emotion, field and habitus. Voice is as Catherine Fitzmaurice notes, an action,
not a site.88
‘On the Aboriginal model, the writing, reciting and learning of this 'poetry' would, as
'singing the world', be part of our way of learning our way around in the world.’
Max Deutscher89

Appendix 8

Poetry as Enaction - Aboriginal Poetry

Gell argued that Umeda speech has retained its expressive, song-like quality, their vocal
gestures delineate their own meaning and all speaking is inherently poetic; so he asks, ‘What
need of poets then?’90 Ingold has suggested to me that that this has negative implications for a
DoP, and repeated Gell’s argument: ‘There is therefore no need for a marked category of
'poetry' that is distinct from propositional language. Likewise, if everyone is a poet, in their
everyday speech, there is no need for 'poets'.’ 91 Gell’s thesis is that the language of the Umeda,
unlike ours, is iconic through and through, or to put it another way, is intrinsically poetic. But
neither Gell nor Ingold, appreciate the techne-derived artefactuality of a poem, the aesthetic
dimension, aesthetic intensity, inventiveness, originality, and the questioning that art
undertakes.
The power of language lies in utilisation of both its iconic power, and its symbolic reach.
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Chapter 6 The Grip of Language
6.1

Distrusting Language

6.2

Poetic Language

6.3

Text Worlds & Cognitive Maps

Box 6

Signs

Linked Appendices
Appendix 9 Reason as Unreasonable
Appendix 10 The Strange Existence of Texts
Although language is a tool enabling successful extelligence and scaffolding, it also seeds
‘mind’. Poetry does more than simply mimesis - it is an enactment and practice through which
the world becomes the world it is, with personal cognitive, emotive and associative meanings.

6.1

Distrusting Language
‘Because the moment
when the word happy
is pronounced
never is the moment of happiness.’
‘Further Reasons Why Poets Do Not Tell the Truth’, Hans Magnus Enzenberger1

Plato’s mid-period dialogue, Cratylus, concerns Plato's teacher, Cratylus, who distrusted
language and so renounced the use of words, moving his finger only. This is the earliest
surviving linguistic debate addressing a theory of language as a symbolic correspondence
between words and the world, but reaching no conclusion.2 It was commonly thought that
names had magical powers, since when distrust has moved to the public use of language.
Derrida argued that the phonocentric bias of the Phaedrus translates into a logocentrism that
suppresses the disseminating play of writing. We are not prisoners in a cave – as organisms, we
only develop optimally by engaging with our various environments; language is first used for
presence rather than reference.3
Appendix 9

Reason as Unreasonable
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Language is viewed as a faculty or module, or even an instinct.4 Perhaps the term ‘faculty’ best
suggests its powerful variability. From a semiotic stance, Vincent Descombes argues that
language is not a medium, but rather expresses ‘possibilities and limitations.’5 Wittgenstein’s
functional, or pragmatic use theory, of language suggests it is system of conventional signs
based on forms of life, which must relate to the external world. Wittgenstein denied private
language because languages conform to ‘forms of life’ and must be demonstrable in the external
world: ‘An 'inner process' stands in need of outward criteria.’6 However it is described,
language processing is (like perception) not available to reflexive awareness.7 The human mind
makes analogical connections among modules (modules are a disputed construct) dedicated to
separate domains - blending experiences across different domains through metaphor, narrative
and schema connections. Cognitive functions are integrated and cognitive fluidity (Steven
Mithen) is a key, which the emotions connect and channel. Gilles Fauconnier expands on the
associational modalities of language, which is not, ‘an information carrying and information
preserving system, such as a code or telecommunications.’ 8 Tim Ingold reminds us that, ‘the
prototypical instance of the linguistic utterance, a rule-governed, context-independent
proposition delivered without expression or affect, is that artefact so familiar to us but unknown
to non-literate societies: the sentence of writing.’9
The distrust of language recedes further if language is viewed as a speech-act and emergent,
rather than mimetic. Meaning is processural and variable; Merleau-Ponty reminds us: ‘Meaning
does not actually dwell in the speech chain or distinguish itself from the chain in this way.
There is thus an opaqueness of language. Nowhere does it stop and leave a place for pure
meaning... There is a power of words because, working against one another, they are attracted at
a distance by thought like tides by the moon, and because they evoke their meaning in this
tumult such more imperiously than if each one of them brought back only a listless signification
of which it was the indifferent and predestined sign.’10 Another approach to removing the
subject/object dichotomy is Vygotsky’s notion that cognitive structures are internalised
examples of dialogic action. Mikhail Bakhtin’s theory of dialogism suggests meaning is created
by self/other exchange. Conversation is an art form, an open-ended dance that we improvise.
Bakhtin emphasised (contra Saussure), the active nature of speech.11
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Box 6

Signs

‘In the original economy of signs, one thing refers to another in a settled order of reference and
presence. A gravel bar seen from a distance refers you to the river. It is a sign. When you have
reached and begun to walk on the smooth and colored stones, the gravel has become present in
its own right. It is a thing. And so with the trees, the nest, the raptor, and the fish. While natural
signs emerge from their environment and disappear in it again, conventional signs have an
unnatural prominence and stability. Stones that are piled up in a cairn show a concentration and
an angle of repose that set them apart from their surroundings. Conventional signs become truly
distinctive vehicles of information when they not only stand out from nature the way cairns do,
but are also detached from their environment and rendered mobile as first happened with
notches on sticks and pebbles in pockets, and then with clay tokens in pouches, marks on clay
tablets, letters on papyrus, and maps on parchment. Signs came to stand apart from things and at
the origin of entirely new things.’
Albert Borgmann 12
Peirce gave the classic definition of the sign: ‘A sign is something which stands to somebody for
something in some respects or capacity.’13 Pierce’s complex triadic model of the sign, unlike
Saussure's abstract signified, allows space for an objective reality - the referent refers to objects
in the world, as well as the reference of signs to abstract concepts and fictional entities.
‘During the renewal of semiotic theory in the sixties and seventies, most semioticians were
eager to abolish the notion of iconicity... inspired by logical considerations... proto-ethnological
anecdotes, according to which so-called primitive tribes were incapable of interpreting
pictures... or [they] wanted to show that pictures, conforming to the ideal of the perfect sign, as
announced by Saussure, were as arbitrary or conventional as the sign studied by the most
advanced of the semiotic sciences, linguistics.’
Göran Sonesson14
Semiotician Umberto Eco developed a dynamic view of the sign: ‘the classical notion of a 'sign'
dissolves itself into a highly complex network of changing relationships.’15
John Stewart offers a pragmatic account of signs, stressing their interpersonal nature and that
they work in daily exchanges from the viewpoint of, ‘a fundamental distinction between two
realms or worlds, the world of the sign and the signifier, symbol and symbolized, name and
named, word and thought.’16

The Greeks reduced the question of meaning to ‘extra linguistic entities’, the ‘Logos’ and the
essence of things. Plato’s first mentions mimesis, either in Kratylos (date uncertain, possibly an
early dialogue) in terms of the toolmaker looking toward the Form (389b), with a view to
making it in the appropriate material; or in Ion. Ion claims that as a rhapsode he experiences
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genuine emotions, ‘When I say something piteous, my eyes fill with tears.’ (535c5). Mimesis is
used either in the sense of imitation or in the sense of representation and regarded as fictional
lies.
‘Imitation... with a few rare exceptions, is able to corrupt even decent people, for that's
surely an altogether terrible thing.’
Plato Republic, BkX (605 c5-6)

Plato’s mistrust of poetry stems mainly from:
1. concerns that mimetic skills to make a pleasurable and accurate artistic representation
could be confused with the ability to know highest truths. (Book X of Republic is
Plato’s fiercest attack on poetry – a poem is three times removed from reality – the
reality of the forms. At least in Ion, Muses are invoked.);
2. denial that mimetic poetry is educational. He cites a lack of evidence that Homer (or
any poet) exercised abilities in medicine, generalship, government or education and so
poets all lack knowledge;
3. recognition that mimetic poetry gives pleasure, but thought that this limits our rational
control, that mimetic poetry engages the more primitive 'wailing' part of us which can
be dangerous.
Aristotle, in the Poetics, suggests mimesis (Latin for imitation) involves congruence with what
is represented, and thus a relation to truth, which has the power to move and inform us. He
provides an anthropological account of mimesis: ‘man differs from the other animals in that he
is the most imitative.’ This habit is present in childhood and first lessons are learnt through
imitation. This is because all men take pleasure in works of imitation. Such a view informs
Horace’s Ars Poetica and Sidney’s Apology. Bakhtin observed that the value of artworks is not
isolated and absolute but lie in a potential or capacity to engage others in a creative participative
dialogue. Language itself developed because of its interactive potential, in the service of
participative thinking and performed acts.17 However, we do hold our own individual model of
the world as truthful, and as Derek Bickerton explains, ‘Conflicts of representation are painful
for a variety of reasons.’18
We do not confuse the world with different descriptions, or representations of it.19 Schmidt
hypothesises that there are two conventions for avoiding such confusion. One is the ‘Aesthetic
convention’ that 'releases the reader from the accepted mode of reality' suspends the need to fix
reference or determine practical usefulness. The other is the ‘Polyvalence convention’ that gives
the reader permission to attribute multiple meanings to a simple text.20 Depicting the depth and
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complexity of the experiential world, encompassing natural and cultural elements, is the ancient
problem of mimesis. Richard van Oort writes: ‘Fictionality in literature is obviously not lying.
We are always ‘in the midst of things,’ and for this reason we can only spotlight the
manifestations of fiction. The same holds true for the imaginary.’21 We know when we are
reading a novel, as Joseph Addison noted, we like to read about pain and death yet get no
pleasure watching torture.22 Paul de Man, despite his credentials, suggests that literature is
autonomous (echoing Formalist and New Critical tendencies): ‘Literature is fiction not because
it somehow refuses to acknowledge 'reality,' but because it is not a priori certain that language
functions according to principles which are those, or which are like those, of the phenomenal
world. It is therefore not a priori certain that literature is a reliable source of information about
anything but its own language.’23 This misses Sidney’s and Wolfgang Iser’s point; of course
fiction is fiction, and poetry too.
Recent work on perception, memory and cognition undermines strong direct realist accounts of
how we perceive and use language to negotiate and represent our environments. The role of
internal modelling or images in cognition is being examined, and the common sense view that
we have an internal model of the world at hand in the brain, is doubtful (Ronald Rensink’s
‘coherence theory’24). Charles Taylor, following Bourdieu, suggests, ‘Rather than
representations being the primary locus of understanding, they are similarly islands in the sea of
our unformulated practical grasp on the world.’25 Daniel Dennett also claims that brains hold
few details about the world and don't store elaborate pictures; it isn't necessary and would take
up valuable computing power. Rather, we note differences; ‘Conspicuity’ is the ability to
capture attention (as when an object jumps out of the background, or our ears prick up, but
expectation is powerful - hence the gorilla on the basketball court26 - we concentrate on what is
key and assume the rest has stayed the same).27 Arien Mack and Irvin Rock make the radical
claim that there is no conscious perception of the visual world without attention to it, which fits
with Ingold’s emphasis on skilled practice, development and emergence.28 Such claims have an
impact on empirical claims, and claims philosophers make for rationality. Poetry is a way of
negotiating one’s way and understanding one’s environment. Anti-foundationalism suits a DoP.
At the same time, perception is reliable. Joseph Carroll comments, ‘organisms, from paramecia
to human beings, that are consistently mistaken about the nature of things do not survive to
perpetuate their genetically constrained disposition to error.’29
Murray Krieger compares poetry with painting and suggests ‘...we have to comprehend the
burden of the natural-sign aesthetic under which the language arts laboured for so long. It is an
aesthetic in which representation can be nothing other than literal imitation and thus poses no
problems. Under the aegis of this aesthetic, and with the eyes as the privileged sense (as it was
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for Plato), the model art is of course the pictorial art to which the verbal art has to adapt its
program.’30 Visual mimesis presumes a realist convention of Cartesian space, and art as the
mirror of reality. We forget that perspective, from a unified fixed point of view, is a recent
practice, following the fragmentary, naturalistic gothic. Don Ihde points out that, ‘The
Renaissance, with its long celebrated invention of the ‘laws of perspective’, not only take the
actors out of painting and places them at a distance, but it makes of the subject of the art a kind
of spectacle. It is a kind of visual invention of what will only much later be identified as
‘objectivity’.’31 This is the kind of spectacle that wildlife photographers and film-makers make
us of. Pete Gunter calls for a return to mimetic landscape painting in order to convey an
environmentalist viewpoint to ‘the popular mind’,32 which is uncomfortably close to Dana
Giora’s famous call for a return to formal narrative poetry – to, ‘the mainstream of artistic and
intellectual life’.33 Artists shrug off restrictions, particularly since Romanticism, and the cult of
originality. Braque, Picasso and Cezanne have transformed perspective in the plastic arts,
parallelling the collagist thrust of Modernism.34 The art critic Michael Baxandall feels that:
‘there [is] something wrong about anything approaching a one-to-one relation between pictorial
thing and social thing’ or connecting ‘analytical concepts from two different kinds of
categorization of human experience.’ This sense is due to the perceived failure of language to
account adequately for the visual (let alone, touch, emotion or the spiritual).35
Modern culture is visual. Marjorie Perloff’s thesis is that in the modern powerful visual culture,
film, advertising and magazines ‘challenge poetic discourse to deconstruct rather than duplicate
them’ which leads to ‘a dialectic no longer between the image and the real, as early Modernism
construed it, but between the word and the image.’36 Hence, she argues for the anti-referential
and syntactical wild poetry of LIP and the use of procedural forms.
There are various modes of mimesis. M.H. Abrams in his influential The Mirror and the Lamp Romantic Theory, views the 19th C as a period when our conception of literature changed from
being essentially mimetic, accurate and true to nature, to being an expression of the poet,
indebted to sincerity. Rousseau suggested the arts were forms of emotional expression, and this
notion was inherited by the German Romantics, especially Schelling, Schiller, and Herder, who
modified Aristotle’s theory of mimesis by conceiving of the artist not as mirroring nature but as
imitating creation.37 This suggests a mimesis of performance rather than representation. From
the position of Russian formalism, in reaction to Romanticism, Viktor Shklovsky argues for a
mimesis of perception, not objects: ‘the process of perception is an aesthetic end in itself.’38
The English poet William Oxley claims, ‘The good or successful poem is a moment of
transcendent experience (i.e. a mimetic ‘copy’ of another, pre-existent experience that becomes
sui generis, a new experience) which elevates by its goodness.’39 This derives from Sidney’s
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defence problematically. How can a transcendent experience be copied? How can any
experience be copied for that matter? And how do words copy experience? Helen Vendler
suggests that the lyric, ‘remains the genre that directs its mimesis toward the performance of the
mind in solitary speech.’40 Such mimesis offers the possibilities of open form. Marjorie Perloff,
from a very different perspective, would probably agree. She argues that in free verse the breath
and attention is linear, which emphasises the semantic and individual feeling of the poet,
‘Perception, discovery, reaction: free-verse is the form par excellence that strives toward
mimesis of individual feeling, as that feeling is generated by sights, sounds, smells, and
memories.’41
Some poets make an effort to avoid being seen to be mimetic.42 John Ashbery wriggles out of
ekphrasis while discussing his poem ‘Self Portrait in a Convex Mirror’: ‘I think that's really a
superficial quality of the poem [that it explains a painting]. It seems to have given people the
idea that I was actually dealing with a subject matter in some recognizable way, and this was a
great relief; but I think really it's just as random and unorganised as my other poetry is.’43
Lyn Hejinian argues that Gertrude Stein's language is not only meaningful but is in fact a form
of realism superior to what we customarily call realism, a mimesis not of the external object but
of the perceptual process, a realism not of subject matter but of artistic means. Stein offers a
later generation of poets a way of making sense of the way we make sense.’44 The perceptual
process is largely unconscious, and too complex and idiosyncratic for such a hypothesis. What
could mimesis mean in such a situation? Marjorie Perloff points out that mimesis has been
deconstructed through being: ‘presented as inherently deceptive, as that which must be
bracketed, parodied, and submitted to scrutiny. . .’; and ‘referring to something in external
reality is replaced by the word as Image, but concern with morphology and the visualisation of
the word's constituent parts. . .’; and as ‘Image as the dominant gives way to syntax: in
Poundian terms, the turn is from phanopoeia to logopoiea. ‘Making strange’ now occurs at the
level of phrasal and sentence structure rather than at the level of the image cluster . . .’45
Andrew Duncan, reviewing the obstinate poetry of Maggie O’Sullivan, cites:
‘FERN LASH LARGED OCTAVES BLACKENING SEPTIC RUSSULA
ICON OX TALL THUNDERER SAID SEEN STRANG SINEWS.’
In the face of such compressed non-grammatical and referentially wild lines, Duncan can only
offer a wide-open sense of mimesis: ‘You grasp the whole by suggestion-mimesis, or not at
all.’46
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Lawrence Buell examines the issue of linguistic depictions of nature. He weighs a tendency for
an ecocentric criticism to hold a realist position against the ‘nature is a construct’ position but
warns that ‘mimesis itself threatens nature by tempting us to accept cozening copies for the real
thing.’47 Hence the notion of ‘dual accountability’. The writing of nature poetry presumes that
language, our most complex symbolic system, can relate meaningfully to the ‘real world’. Until
the nineteenth century, Muecke notes, irony had generally been regarded as ‘essentially
intentional and instrumental, someone realizing a purpose by using language ironically,...
practised only locally or occasionally,... a finite act.’ 48 Irony was enclosed within the text, not a
meta-irony, which romantic irony became, self-aware, the author, text, discourse and even
readers. Friedrich Schlegel took the rhetorical strategy of saying one thing and meaning another,
much further, into self-conscious Romantic irony; a topoi of subjectivity, self-consciousness,
contradiction, fragmentation, and multi-perspectivist (relating to Keats’ negative capability).
Irony became ‘a permanent and self-conscious commitment: the ideal ironist would be always
an ironist, alert even to the irony of being always an ironist.’49 Richard Rorty’s epistemological
irony has taken us further - there is no single perspective, leading to solid ontological and
epistemological foundations. However, irony now overwhelms us – attention to place, techne,
and the natural systems one is reciprocating with, is what is needed.
To defend the presumption of referentialty, Zeller uses a concept borrowed from the ecocritical
theorist, Lawrence Buell, that of ‘dual accountability’ to one’s discourse as writing and to
external verifiable reality.’50 This suggests both a regressive duality of realities, and direct
access to reality. Buell himself admits that dual accountability is a ‘vague concept’, and
Christopher Hitt argues, ‘Buell's solution is a kind of compromise.’51 For Roland Barthes
various codes contribute to reproducing bourgeois ideology, making it seem natural, proper and
inevitable.52 Sign systems help to 'naturalize and reinforce a particular view of reality'.53 Richard
Kerridge in his introduction to Writing the Environment, cites Zizek who claims there is an
‘irreducible gap’ between nature and language, of a nature that is ‘real’ beyond
‘representation’54 But ‘reality’ is not fixed but emergent. Perception is a constructive act,
focussing, excluding information depending on relevance, difference etc. Varela, Thomson and
Rosch see the key problem in perception not in how we process information to represent reality
but ‘how the perceiver can guide his actions in his local situation.’55 They argue that cognitive
systems, ‘enact a world as a domain of distinctions that is inseparable from the structure
embodied by the cognitive system.’56
Victor Johnston argues that feelings develop as emergent properties of the neural processes of
the brain.57 Kevin O'Regan argues a ‘grand illusion’ theory, that we hold no picture of the visual
world in our brains.58 It is clear from the previous chapters that foundationalist reality has
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disappeared. As David Abram writes, ‘The ‘real world’ . . . is rather an intertwined matrix of
sensations and perceptions, a collective field of experience lived through from many different
angles.’59
‘What we need is a sustainable poetry, a poetry that does not allow the degradation of
ecosystems through inattention to the referential base of language.’
Leonard Scigaj60

6.2

Poetic Language
‘It is the glory and shame of poetry that its medium is not its private property, that a
poet cannot invent his words and that words are products, not of nature, but of a
human society which uses them for a thousand different purposes.’
W.H. Auden.61

Poetic diction has been an issue since Aristophanes’ suggestion that Euripedes claimed to use
phrazein anthropeis (language man to man).62 Plain diction has been praised from Horace to
English empiricist science, laying the groundwork for Wordsworth and Coleridge, to Eliot in his
lecture on Dryden.63 Locke argued for propriety in language, and for a common usage. Parkes
suggests that, ‘Locke’s views contributed to the formation of what became a prevalent attitude
regarding the English language: that it ought to be subjected to a process of careful regulation
with a view to achieving correctness and precision for the expression and communication of
ideas . . . inevitably in such a context the role of punctuation came under close scrutiny: it was
felt increasingly that a consensus should be observed in its application.’64 The year 1660 marks
a divide, not only as the end of the Interregnum, but as the end of the Renaissance in England.65
The Royal Society (formed 1660) met at Gresham College and dominated the new experimental
philosophy. Both the introductory Ode and frontispiece of Thomas Sprat’s History of the Royal
Society (1667) honoured Francis Bacon as prophet (his belief that science was best undertaken
in institutions, as a social activity with laboratories and technical specialists was very
influential, among other factors in a changing attitude to knowledge - and thus poetry).66
Scientists attacked poetry and praised writing that was ‘brief’ and ‘concise’ (Francis Bacon67).
Thomas Sprat was a poet, yet his theme is the purification of language from poetic artifice, as
language was a tool for learning.68 He argued for, ‘a close, naked, natural way of speaking;
positive statements expressions; clear sense; a native easiness; bringing all things as near to
mathematical plainness, as they can: and preferring the language of Artisans, Countrymen, and
Merchants before that of Wits or Scholars.’69 He wanted, ‘to curb the quasi-magical effect of
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strong figure, and perhaps a religious ‘enthusiasm’ associated with that effect.’70 Geoffrey
Hartman cites neo-classicism, Puritanism, and the scientific Enlightenment as all influencing
this trend,71 though Galileo published a report of his trials of the telescope in a pamphlet ‘The
Starry Messenger’ (1610). John Carey comments on this pamphlet: ‘It was written in a tersely
factual style no scholar had used before, and it fell like a bombshell on the learned world.’72
Michel de Certeau notes that scientists condemned literary language for lacking ‘univocity’.73
John Locke argued for propriety in language, and for a common usage.74 The use of punctuation
became important, particularly in poetry, as Parkes notes, ‘because the role of language is itself
heightened’.75 Even the comma causes argument. The Anglo-Irish joint declaration of 1993, a
first step to peace in Northern Ireland and withdrawal of British troops, was delayed by
argument over a comma.76 John Ashbery borrowed Hölderlin’s daring use of a comma to end a
poem.77
In his preface to Lyrical Ballads, Wordsworth caused alarm by avoiding poetic diction in
preference for, ‘a selection of the real language of men in a state of vivid sensation.’78 Part of
poetic diction is rhyme (‘the invention of a barbarous age’ Milton79), which in the English
language leads to tortuous and poetic syntax, and a specialist literary vocabulary. Wordsworth
actually used specialised ‘rustic’ speech, withdrawing poetic diction from the merchants, the
masses and the London literati for the egotistical sublime. Coleridge commented, ‘To me it will
always remain a singular and noticeable fact; that a theory which would establish this lingua
communis, not only as the best, but as the only commendable style, should have proceeded from
a poet, whose diction, next to that of Shakespeare and Milton, appears to me of all others the
most individualised and characteristic.’80 Thomas Gray put forward an opposing view: ‘the
language of the age is never the language of poetry’.81 He was concerned that everyday
language would demean the integrity of the poem, as later Symbolists and even Dadaists
thought. Hugo Ball writes, ‘In these phonetic poems we totally renounce the language that
journalism has abused and corrupted. We must return to the innermost alchemy of the word, we
must even give up the word too, to keep poetry for its last and holiest refuge.’82 There is no
refuge for language – it is very public, as Wittgenstein demonstrated.83
The influential editors, Jerome Rothenberg and Pierre Joris, draw out the implications of an
ordinary language poetics, but one that accepts specialist lexicons: ‘the grand theme foremost of
a liberation (both in mind and body) prefigured & moved forward by a poet-driven revolutionof-the-word. The language of the poem - in Wordsworth’s prophecy - moved toward the really
spoken and demotic - the oral & discursive basis of all poetry - & from there to a lexicon from
which no word, no thought, was properly excluded.’84 David Antin (Appendix 29) admits, ‘I
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suppose my choice of the vernacular for my talks, some of which are in your sense theoretical
and in my sense philosophical, makes them an implicit critique of the professional way in
theory or philosophy--or poetry.’85 North American literature, as W.C. Williams stressed,
regarded itself as plainspoken, but then so did some avant-garde poets. Rothenberg and Joris
uncover poetry driven by, ‘a renewed privileging of the demotic language’.86
‘[T]he slovenliness of our language makes it easier for us to have foolish thoughts.'
George Orwell87

'In this battle for the reader's attention for clarity, brevity and relevance, newspapers
have created a whole vocabulary of their own, especially in headlines (eg bonk)... a
quaint but emphatic form of language that stylists of another age, such as Defoe,
Cobbett, Hazlitt and Shaw, would recognise - and of which even Orwell might
approve.'
Donald Treford88

Some poets reject the ‘real language of men’, and WC Williams’ influence on poetry. Joan
Houlihan, complains, ‘To rebel against the denaturing of poetry into prose, and not just into
prose, but in many cases, into badly written and uninteresting prose, seems futile.’89 This is an
issue for verse-novels (Appendix 26). Sometimes poets dislike the materials they work with,
e.g. Hugh MacDiarmid (Chapter 10). Another example is Paul Celan, a Jew, who disliked his
native language, German. His poem ‘Todosfugue’ (translated as ‘Deathsfugue’) captures a
nationalist history and cultural epoch simply with its title (and counters Adorno's phrase: ‘there
can be no lyrical poetry after Auschwitz’).90 John Clare’s editor John Taylor, corrected the
grammar, spelling and punctuation of his poems. This not only dispirited Clare, but undermined
the poetry too, as John Barrell noted.91 In Clare’s case, there was also direct censorship.92 Part 1
has revealed the richness and poetic nature of demotic language; a more specialised diction is
part of the difficulties of an ecopoetics.
Ron Silliman reminds us that the sentence has poetic possibilities that derive from the French
prose poem and dematerialisation of writing.93
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6.3

Text Worlds & Cognitive Maps

Joseph Carroll uses syllogistic logic (backed by enormous research) to argue that:
•

‘knowledge is a biological phenomenon’;

•

‘literature is a form of knowledge’; therefore

•

‘literature is a biological phenomenon.’94

Carroll believes that literature’s complex and wide-ranging texts attune our sense of the range,
and variations in human experience, motivation and identity, and self-awareness. Carroll’s
‘Biopoetics’ conceives literature as ‘a form of knowledge’ or ‘cognitive mapping’: ‘Each work
of literature is itself a cognitive map produced by the mind of an author’,95 though in a formalist
way.96 His thesis is that literary works articulate motives and interests of human beings as living
organisms. Carroll defends ‘Darwinian’ explanations for human behaviour, but stresses
sympathy (rather than competition) which sociobiologists originally ignored. He is opposed to
post-structuralist theories.97 Again the typical problem of theorists arises; he admits lacking
aesthetic interest.98 He offers an evolutionary argument for literature parallel to Martha
Nussbaum’s ethical strategy, but like Nusbaum and Rorty, he does not take poetry seriously.99
Herbert Simon argues words in a text are familiar cues (if they are not familiar, they will not
convey meaning), the act of recognition accesses ‘information that has been stored in
association with them - their meaning.’100 Similarly, Floyd Merrel’s account of fiction
emphasises the external world as implicit, but omnipresent, background to fiction.101 Enkvist
hypothesises: ‘Perhaps the reason why many people dislike modern poetry is that they lack the
imaginative ability of surrounding their texts with meaningful scenario; to others, such exercises
of the imagination may be a source of pleasure.’102
Richard Gerrig, a cognitive psychologist, argues that readers of texts are pragmatic, and bring
their life experience as opposed to formalist self-referential notions of literature. He suggests
that Coleridge's ‘willing suspension of disbelief’ is rather a ‘willing construction of disbelief’,
and that there is no huge divide between fictional texts and non-fiction.103 Elena Semino, from a
stylistics perspective, claims that, ‘From a schema-theory perspective, text worlds are cognitive
constructs that arise in the interaction between readers and the language of texts.’104
Cosmides and Tooby claim that fictions are ‘sets of propositions’ that refer internally to each
other, and are kept from knowledge stores of the real world.105 One need not be so defensive of
fiction. Even nature writers fabricate, though Lawrence Buell insists, ‘not in order to create an
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alternative reality but to see what without the aid of the imagination isn't likely to be seen at
all.’106 Fictionality certainly allows for freedom and a plurality of voices, situations and
hypotheticals.107 Iser writes, ‘with a literary text we can only picture things which are not there;
the written part of the text gives us the knowledge, but it is the unwritten part that gives us the
opportunity to picture things.’ Iser wishes to bring the reader into the interpretive process, and
posits a creative act between author and reader; the reader supplying the gaps in understanding
generated by the text. 108
‘Chimeras and angels seem to belong to an exotic realm of the imagination, the literary
realm, in which things that should be kept apart are blended together for amusement.
This is the realm of parables, in which animals talk and scheme, and genies deliver
fantastic rewards and punishments. It is the realm of cognitive forbidden fruit. I will
argue that the cognitive operation that creates these seemingly exotic conceptions is
fundamental to how the human mind works, indispensable to basic feats of reason,
inference, understanding, and language.’
Mark Turner109

Ellen Spolsky argues that cognitive modularity is advantageous in promoting creativity to leap,
via inferences, gaps in perception and knowledge. Each person makes different inferences and
literature’s pervasiveness depends on individual experiences predispositions, and biological
urgency in the structure of mind/brain to fill the gaps.110 However, she later makes the mistake
of ascribing mimeticism to poetry, ‘We are bound to use words and language in a rough way in
order to remain within a communicative community. . . Poets... try to get it right - to use the
full range of language resources to make the description fit the speaker's singular perception as
closely as possible.‘111
Max Deutscher notes that for Aboriginal central desert cultures, the everyday world, mularrpa,
interpenetrates the Dreaming tjukurrpa.112 The notion of fiction is meaningless as Dreaming is
constructed neither as an opposition to what is real, in the sense of things, which can become
yuti [visible], nor is it constructed on the plane of ‘mere’ or of ‘serious’ fiction.113
However, texts also work off other texts, though Barthes takes intertextuality as far as possible,
when he writes, ‘I is not an innocent subject, anterior to the text... This 'I' which approaches the
text is already itself a plurality of other texts, of codes which are infinite or, more precisely, lost
(whose origins are lost).’114 Just as oral poetry is always in process so too are texts given
intertextuality,115 or 'transtextuality', a term Gerard Genette prefers.116 For a discussion of where
fictionality lies – world or text - see
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Appendix 10

The Strange Existence of Texts

I want to reach past the duality of fiction/truth through a sense of writing as a dialectical
activity, emergent and processural, and poetry as offering cognitive opportunity. Iser wants to
get past the old duality, to ‘a triad of the real, fictive and the imaginary. . . It is out of this triad
that the text arises.’ 117 He writes, ‘The literary text is a mixture of reality and fictions, and as
such it brings about an interaction between the given and the imagined,’ and points out that,
‘Both the fictive and the imaginary - their interaction and their relationship - function by
shaping something which we might call the actual or the real. Conceiving this triadic
relationship in these terms, we are out of the quandary of providing ontological definitions for
the fictive, the imaginary, or the real.’118
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Chapter 7 The Techne of Poetry - Plato’s Ion
7.1

Plato’s Ion – the Denial of Techne
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Techne and Technical Skill
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a revelation (like technology)
Plato was wrong in Ion to deny that poets use techne. Such embodied skill is vital to everyday
learning and cognition. Yet techne is losing out to technics and technological systems.
‘[I]t seems as if all peasants and craftsmen might be elevated into artists: that is, men
who love their labour for its own sake, improve it by their own plastic genius and
inventive skill, and thereby cultivate their intellect, ennoble their character, and exalt
and refine their pleasures.’
W. von Humboldt (1790s)1

7.1

Plato’s Ion – the Denial of Techne

Plato first attacks poetry and poets in the Ion, one of his earliest texts. It should be borne in
mind, that Gregory Vlastos viewed early Socratic dialogues, like Ion, as separate from Plato's
mature, more systematic thought, is widely accepted.2 This systematic division of Platonic from
Socratic thought introduces a divide in ethical, as well as, epistemological approaches.3 It is the
primarily the latter that prompted Plato to exile poets from the polis (Bk.X, The Republic).
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In Ion, Socrates insists that a rhapsode (a professional reciter of poetry like Ion) has to
understand Homer, not merely learn his text by rote. He then denies that Ion can interpret
Homer, because Ion lacks techne (skill, craft, art, system, method, and the ability to talk about
what one does, also the root of ‘technique’, 532b7-8, 534c5-6).4 Techne has a variety of
definitions and nuances, but fundamentally describes sets of productive procedures and
practices.
‘Technê was the standard Greek word both for a practical skill and for the systematic
knowledge or experience which underlies it.’
Marjorie Perloff 5

‘A techne is a branch of knowledge which guides some human activity to a successful
outcome.’
Chistopher Janaway6

Janaway’s definition is flawed from omitting the embodied nature of practice. Techne occurs
within the context of mind / body working with external tools and materials, creating temporary
integrated cognitive systems with capacities and characteristics very different to the naked
brain. These idiosyncratic characteristics are fundamental for human life, not just ‘arts and
crafts’.
Plato also denied episteme (understanding, knowledge) to poets, but techne is ripe for critique in
terms of understanding contemporary poetry practice. Penelope Murray claims the denial of
techne to poets is the main argument of Ion (532c8-9).7 Janaway claims that the key issue is the
denial of episteme (knowledge) to the poet.8 Grace Ledbetter agrees with Janaway, but then
argues (against the critical grain) that Socrates merely meant that poems need audiences to
interpret them.9 She takes an idiosyncratic view of the Ion, claiming that critics are too hasty to
presume it is hostile to poetry due to a denial of episteme, thereby presuming poetry is of
entertainment value only.10 On the other hand, Plato in Ion uses the phrase technê kai epistemê;
Perloff and Janaway note that Plato does not distinguish these terms. Plato sets up reason,
techne, knowledge and understanding - which doctors, charioteers, painters, and even fishermen
possess - in opposition to rhapsodes’ inspiration which, he argues is an unreflective activity.
Plato’s originality lies in mistakenly insisting that the two are mutually exclusive (532c6-7).11
Janaway uses the Georgias to illuminate Plato’s notion of techne: ‘a true craft must indeed be
some kind of ‘knowing how’ . . . but it must also involve a particular kind of ‘knowing that’.12
Plato, Janaway suggests, ‘does not deny the common-sense view that being a poet or rhapsode
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is a form of craft or expertise.’ Plato uses techne in a specific way: ‘We may distinguish
between critical techne (that exercised by the sculpture-critic, music-critic, and so on) and
object techne (the techne judged – sculpture, music and so on).’13 In addition, techne must have
a characteristic end towards which it works.’ For example, cookery aims at bodily pleasure;
though Plato asserts statecraft is a techne, one of the practical arts, like weaving or shipbuilding,
with it's own special knowledge, and skills. Politics therefore should be left to professionals –
this was Plato’s biggest error.14
Ion falls into three parts. In the first, Socrates argues Ion does not have techne of poetry, since
he is competent to speak only on Homer. Socrates then argues that a poet’s product is
inexplicable, and therefore due to the divine inspiration of the Muse (figure of the magnet stone
and iron rings). The final section reargues that Ion has no techne, because he cannot

explain what he does, though claiming to. In the Meno (99c1-100b4), this ‘knowing that’
involves reason. Poets may have right beliefs through divine inspiration, but this is not genuine
knowledge.15 Plato associates those able to show the critical abilities of examination and
judgment and the ability to put things into words with ‘reason’. Ion only accepts that he knows
nothing and is divinely possessed, because of Socratic word-play.16 He also has to put up with
irony: Socrates says to the young rhapsode who has just won the poetry competition in
Epidaurus: ‘Ion, I have often admired you rhapsodes for your art (techne). First of all, your body
is adorned in a way fitting to your art, to make you appear as fine as possible.’17
This position of ignorance occurs in other disciplines, and is the problem of the expert.18
Dreyfus and Dreyfus are concerned that in our increasingly bureaucratic society, there is a
danger that skills and expertise will be lost through over reliance on calculative rationality, and
experts.19 One difficulty is the Greeks had a wider vocabulary of knowledge: doxa, techne,
phronesis, and episteme (as they did for ‘love’).20
Reason is unexamined, presumed to be an indisputable methodology, when in fact it is a
heuristic for understanding. Reason has come under attack from the beginnings of philosophy to
those who attacked Enlightenment thinking and more recent theorists.21 Reason is opposed to
inspiration, which becomes a key element in Romantic ideology.22 However, Damasio provides
evidence that emotion is fundamental to reason, and Lakoff and Johnson demonstrate that
metaphors are fundamental to language - and thus reasoning. They write, ‘Philosophers use the
same cognitive resources that everyone else does when they think and reason.’ 23 They criticise
Plato, and the resultant analytic tradition, for an obsession with non-figurative language. We can
no longer take for granted that all thought is conscious, and that mind is directly accessible to
itself.24 But we don’t have to subsequently claim that speech is problematically logocentric.
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Western philosophy, and its new formations of grammatology and semiotics, privileges writing,
because of an obsession with epistemology, particularly the Kantian serial sequence of
phenomenon, schema, noumen - from the priority of human perception, the secondary nature of
mental concepts that are representations of perceptual data, and the abstractions of signs and
processes of signification – which separates perception from signs, and signs from objects. My
main criticism of Plato is that he shows no understanding of what art is. Charles Kahn accuses
Socrates of being perverse in mapping knowledge to particular technes, for then the artwork
disappears: ‘The poem as an art work has no independent status.’25 Aristotle was interested in
art, and in a discussion of drama introduces his doctrine of form.26

7.2

Techne and Technical Skill
‘Thus the tool is not a mere mechanical adjunct to the body, serving to deliver a set of
commands issued to it by the mind; rather it extends the whole person.’
Tim Ingold27

Aristotle developed the notion of techne in a different direction to Plato. Malcolm Heath
suggests that for Aristotle the term means more than skill or craft; techne is ‘a productive
capacity informed by an understanding of its intrinsic rationale’, and can refer to poetry.28
Aristotle is a rare philosopher interested in poetry - its history, its forms and how it works.
Unlike Plato, Aristotle regards poetry as a techne, as rational and comprehensible, with rules
which empirical investigation reveals, by examining particular examples of a genre and seeing
what characteristics they share. Aristotle’s interest stems in part from his belief that poetry is
about wonder, which considers the root of philosophy. Heath believes that, ‘For Aristotle, the
evolution of human culture is in large part the evolution of techne.’29
The notion that theory is 'real' knowledge, while practice is just the application of that
knowledge to solve problems, is a legacy of Aristotle. He supposed that thinking was
contemplative; whereas thinking, through productive disciplines, was, ‘making action’ or
poietike. He associated the latter with craftwork, dependent on exercising techne. Plato never
claims philosophy is techne, thus distinct from other activities, theory is associated with techne,
with specialised professions, distinct articulated knowledge and lifestyle practices. (For
Pythagoreans, and followers of Epicurus, philosophy was primarily a lifestyle).
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Aristotle distinguished episteme from techne (NE.VI.3-4), which has influenced the rise and rise
of abstract ‘theory’.30 Aristotle distinguishes the intellectual virtues: Art (in the sense of
technical skill, (techne), scientific/ ‘empirical’ knowledge (episteme), intelligence/ practical
reason/ moral insight (phronesis), philosophical wisdom (sophia) and spirit/mind (nous)
(Nikomachi Ethics, Bkvi). We use all of these capacities for a variety of tasks, including making
art ‘a bringing out behaviour’ connected with correct reason.

Table. Techne and Poets

Please see print copy

The phenomenological approach is clear, the self-reflexive is not what only counts. Max Scheler
notes, ‘There belongs to the momentary "milieu" not only the series of objects that I perceive …
while I am walking in the street or sitting in my room, but also everything with whose existence
or non-existence, with whose being so or other than so, I practically "reckon", e.g. the cars and
people that I avoid (when I am lost in thought or when my gaze is fix on someone far away). A
sailor, for example, is able to "reckon" with an oncoming storm from changes in his milieu
without being able to say which specific change (e.g., in the formation of the clouds, in the
temperature, etc.) serves as a sign.’31
David Roochnik uncovers the etymological roots of the term techne, from Homer to Isocrates.32
Plato claimed poetry is ‘far removed from reality’ and ‘wisdom’, because the poet lacks both
knowledge and ‘correct belief’ of the ‘subjects he portrays.’ Aristotle responded by asserting
that poetry and politics, or poetry and any other art, do not have the same standard of
correctness. Aristotle believed that the ‘making action’ is not simply mechanical, but involves
creativity and techne. It always results from the idea, image or pattern of what the artisan wants
to make. There is over-emphasis on what might be termed ‘knowledge of’, rather than
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‘knowledge how’. Ingold suggests that our common notion that in tool making the body is set to
work to execute a design fashioned by the mind through a process of intellectualisation (that
action follows mechanically from thought -following the classic Cartesian model), is
fundamentally mistaken.
I argue, contra Plato, that techne is closer to unreflected (and not necessarily inspired) activity
than it is to reason or episteme; and that a notion of techne can be usefully extended further than
Aristotle. Shelley, in one of his Platonic moments, notes, ‘§39 . . . two performers of equal skill
will produce unequal effects from a guitar and a harp.’33 Shelley compares the poet to the
aeolian harp, played by the Muses, then he turns away from Plato. Poets have techne and
episteme - they understand allegorical language.
Appendix 11

Extending Techne

Heidegger, like Aristotle, underestimates skilled practice as key to techne, which, ‘reveals
whatever does not bring itself forth and does not yet lie here before us, whatever can look and
turn out now one way and now another ... Thus what is decisive in techne does not lie at all in
making or manipulating nor in the using of means, but rather in the aforementioned revealing. It
is as revealing, and not as manufacturing, that techne is a bringing-forth.’34 Ingold suggests that
to see how techne works, and how tools are used, we need to study skill and practice through an
ecological approach. Techne is ecologically sensitive ongoing learning – not something the
word craft conjures, as Charles Bernstein indicates: ‘As if poetry were a craft that there is a right
way or wrong way to do: in which case, I prefer the wrong way - anything better than the wellwrought epiphany of predictable measure - for at least the cracks and flaws and awkwardnesses
show signs of life.’ 35 Poetry needs a rejuvenated sense of techne.
From an ecological perspective, the mind is in play in the world, which leads Andy Clark to ask
where the mind stops and the world begins. He argues for, ‘the presence of continuous mutually
modulatory influences linking brain, body and world.’36 Rather than building detailed, internal
models, we rely on external scaffolding, which alters the nature of cognitive tasks. Kirsh &
Maglio give the example of moving Scrabble tiles around to see which words appear.37 Clark
uses the example of solving a jigsaw puzzle: ‘Picking up the pieces, rotating them to check for
potential spatial matches, and then trying them out are all parts of the problem solving
activity.’38 This is why art practise is so important. Creativity needs scaffolding and techne,
despite theories of the Muse, genius, or self-realisation. Because we cannot explain in

language how a poem is composed, it is viewed as a gift from the Muse (Plato, Plotinus,
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Blake, Shelley, Yeats, Robert Duncan, Jack Spicer, and Christopher Brennan). In preliterate societies, poetry was a tool for extelligence, and poems were aide-memoires; after all
Mnemosyne was the mother of all Muses. Poems still function as tools for extelligence, tools to
develop skills.
So what is skill? Ingold insists that skill is not just technique of the body, as Marcel Mauss
thought. To get at what skill is, rather than concentrate on poeitike - defining an activity in terms
of its capacity to yield a finished object, Ingold looks at weaving (the word ‘text’ derives from
texere, Latin, to weave) to focus on the skilled character of the process by which objects come
into existence. He outlines three properties of technical skill:
1. skill is not a property of the isolated individual human body, but of the whole system of
relations constituted by the presence of the artisan in a richly structured environment;
2. rather than representing the mere mechanical application of external force, skill
involves qualities of care, judgement and dexterity; and
3. skilled action has a narrative quality, in the sense that every movement grows
rhythmically out of the one before and lays the groundwork for the next.
Ingold explains that skills are, ‘developmentally incorporated into the modus operandi of the
body ... through practice and experience in an environment.’39
David Antin is a radical Socratic poet (Appendix 29). His thoughts on the nature of skill and
techne are found in a discussion of kinds of knot-makers (‘talking at pomona’), which Context
Magazine declared to be as an exemplary account of poiesis.40 Antin suggests there are two
types of knot maker, the first a skilled embodied act and the second the forgetful knot maker
that I argue is unlikely. Art, poiesis, is a kind of knot making but Antin fails to untangle, or
appreciate, all the threads: making connections, patterns; text weaving; material and formal
constraints; learning by practice; the nature of skill, play, techne; and poiesis is communal.
Appendix 12

‘Knotted’ - Antin’s notion of Poiesis

Antin suggests that in speech, ‘the voice is incorporated into a current of sensuous activity –
namely, narrative performance – from which, as it unfolds, form and meaning are continually
generated. For speaking is itself a form of skilled practice . . . speech develops along with the
growth of the organism, is continually responsive to perturbations in the perceived environment,
and is learned through repeated practical trials in socially scaffolded contexts ... Yet speech is
no ordinary skill ... it serves, if you will, as the Skill of Skills.’41
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What has this got to do with poetry? Tim Ingold states, ‘It is my contention that by going back
to the original connotations of ars and tekhne as skill, we can overcome the deep divisions that
currently separate the anthropologies of art and technology, and develop a far more satisfactory
account of the socially and environmentally situated practices of real human agents.’42
Heidegger also wanted to go back and retrieve the original Greek sense of techne: ‘There was a
time when it was not technology alone that bore the name techne. Once the revealing that brings
forth truth into the splendour of radiant appearance was also called techne. There was a time
when the bringing-forth of the true into the beautiful was called techne. The poiesis of the fine
arts was also called techne . . .’43 In ‘Letter on Humanism’, and ‘The Question Concerning
Technology’, he reverts to a romanticism of techne - as poetry. In ‘On the Way to Language’, he
suggests that ‘showing of saying’ reunites word and action, but without offering account of
iconicity.44 Heidegger thinks poetry can save the world, but his earlier work is more useful to
this thesis.
I suggest a poem is:
1. A tool - ‘in the most general sense, is an object that extends the capacity of an agent to
operate within a given environment’;45 ‘An object - it could be a stone or piece of wood becomes a tool through becoming conjoined to technique, and techniques, as we have seen,
are properties of skilled subjects ... . Thus the tool is not a mere mechanical adjunct to the
body, serving to deliver a set of commands issued to it by the mind; rather it extends the
whole person.’46
2. An artefact – ‘an object shaped to some pre-existent conception of form.’47
3. A technique – the embodied skills of human agents. -‘tools or hand instruments tend to
engender techniques’ Carl Mitcham.48 Ellul regards technique as ‘the totality of methods
rationally arrived at and having absolute efficiency, for a given stage of development in
every field of human activity.’ (He suggests technique has 5 attributes.49) Oral poems are
tools of thought, but not tools as in 1. (See Mauss50).
Techne is technique but not a technology, a recent term.51
‘Language for Rorty is (like our opposable thumb) just one more instrument available
to us in coping with reality or in transforming it ... ‘
F.R Ankersmit52

Language is not a tool (not being an object), but is a technique. Ingold writes, ‘We forget that
technique is a property not of tools but accomplishments of their users.’53 Ellul claims that,
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‘Technique is a means of apprehending reality, of acting on the world, which allows us to
neglect all individual differences, all subjectivity. Technique alone is rigorously objective.’54
Carl Mitcham notes: ‘[T]echnique relies a lot on intuition, not so much on discursive thought.
Technologies, on the other hand, are more tightly associated with the conscious articulation of
rules and principles.’55 Ingold also notes that, ‘Conflation of the technical with mechanical has
led to the modern concept of technology - the operational principles embodied in external
apparatus of production, is so pervasive that the notion of technology structures our thoughts on
tool use.’56 This leads to notions of neutral tools, tools without cultural meanings, passive in the
hands of the tool-user, which Bruno Latour attacks, using the example of the gun.57
‘If we think of individual words as instruments for the conduct of our lives, then they
take on a palpable character, like tools that are used, cleaned, and then available for
use once again.’
Stephen Fredman58

A poem is a specialised tool, although some people are more accomplished than others in using
language, and some cultures more appreciative. Basil Bunting commented, ‘Pound has provided
a box of tools, as abundant for this generation as those Spenser provided for the Elizabethans,
and a man who is not influenced by Pound in this sense of trying to use at least some of these
tools, is simply not living in his own century.’59 Again, anyone can write a poem, but practiced
poets bring skills to create poems that are interesting artworks. Thus the principles of
extelligence and scaffolding cover a broad notion of tool-use, including poetry. (In Chapters 8
& 9, I explore the poem at a different scale.)
Albert Borgmann's ‘device paradigm’ suggests that ‘Devices’ are instrumental in attaining
conveniences; they are designed to vanish from consciousness and work in ways unknown to
the average user. Electricity production, a vast network, is accessed with one flicks of a switch –
but users are removed from its realities of light: power stations, greenhouse gasses, and
summers in the Permian Age. A device makes, ‘no demands on our skill, strength, or
attention.’60 ‘Things’, on the other hand, are present to us, cutting wood, building a fire, and
tending it, ‘enjoying the full consciousness of earned warmth as the stove overcomes the
morning chill - these are "focal" experiences that bring us in touch with being and make us
whole.’61 Andrew Light offers an alternative metaphor, which situates Borgmann's theory in ‘a
theory of place’.62
Ingold argues that, if speech is a species of song (Chap X), then to speak is to sing, and
therefore, to use a tool is to play. He gives the example of his playing the cello as the
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paradigmatic instance of the tool. He dives in, loses himself, is not aware of playing - but he is
playing (an example of zuhanden, see below). The human hand is a precision instrument; an
expert cellist has to work their fingers (via their cerebelleum) to a tolerance of half a millimetre
on the strings.63 David Rothenberg also uses the musical instrument as a tool figure, and
believes, ‘This transparency characterizes the best tools we have.’64 Ingold comments, ‘The
performance embodies both intentionality and feeling intention is carried forward in the activity
itself, not in internal representations but feeling inheres in gestures, pressure of bow on strings
etc. Representing the technique of cello playing would be endless and hopeless. How can a
continuous flow in reality be reconstructed in countless steps, as if each the mechanical
execution of a pre-established plan.’65 Trying to explain to Plato how one created a poem would,
similarly, be impossible. Poets use language in all kinds of ways, but to use the material at its
optimum requires adjusting (unconsciously – N. Bernstein) to within its range (Babich) (see
below).
Varela, Thomson and Rosch, influenced by the embodiment theory of Merleau Ponty, view
perception, not as processing information to represent pre given properties, but as determining,
‘how the perceiver can guide his actions in his local situation.’66 Lived experience depends on
cognitive fluidity, extelligence, scaffolding and techne – they combine in the ecological human
animal, which comes close to the Greek notion of Phronesis.
‘I do think we are witnessing a new turn in the conversation of philosophy and in the
understanding of human rationality where there is a recovery and appropriation of the
type of practical reasoning, knowledge, and wisdom that is characteristic of phronesis.’
Richard Bernstein67

Appendix 13

Techne & phronesis

Techne is important for a DoP because language is a technique and skill. Language and gesture
are intertwined, and as animate language organisms, we cannot dissociate mind from body, or
body from language.68 Our body is necessary for expressive, creative and uses of language, and
utilising the tools and material worlds of extelligence and scaffolding.

7.3

Hammering Away
‘Holding a hammer properly enables one to use the hammer to accomplish what one
has to do with the hammer. But this is other than bending the hammer to one's own
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will. The hammer will do best what one will if one conforms one's use to the intrinsic
design of the hammer, heft, shape, etc. (conformity with respect to the appropriate grip,
the angle and arc of the swinging stroke, even the kind of nail employed, surely the
position of the same).’
Babette Babich69

Heidegger thinks that our use of tools is not explicit but instinctive, and this is our primary way
of understanding our environments, thus he highlights the hand, and intentional acts, through
the figure of a hammer. He warns of loss of contact with the world:
'We are here attempting to learn thinking ... Perhaps thinking too is just is something
like building a cabinet, at any rate it is a craft ... The cabinet maker must make himself
answer and respond above all to the different kinds of wood and to the shapes
slumbering within wood - to wood as it enters man's dwelling with all the hidden
riches of its nature. In fact, this relatedness is what maintains the whole craft. Without
that relatedness, the craft will never be anything but empty busywork ... Every
handicraft, all human dealings are constantly in that danger. The writing of poetry is
no more exempt from it than is thinking.'
Heidegger 70

‘Equipment’ (Heidegger’s terminology) is always something ‘in-order-to’, which we do not
encounter as something present-at-hand, but as, what Heidegger calls, ‘ready-to-hand’
(zuhanden).71 We notice equipment when it fails. Vorhanden (‘present-at-hand’) suggests an
objectivity, a thing as isolated, and avoidable; in contrast, zuhanden implies an
interconnectedness between agency and objects, Being and action. Part 1 has demonstrated how
language is zuhanden, through internal and external scaffolding and extelligence.
Kosho ato o todomezu - A skilled craftsman leaves no trace.
from Zenrin Kusho (Zen anthology)

The Chuang Tzu, one of two central Taoist texts, was written at around the same time as Ion,
360-380 BC.72 Whereas Ion posits skill with method and self-reflexive analysis, the Chinese
text suggests that though the performance of a skill one can experience a unity of actor and
action, which influenced the Zen tradition. Taoist philosophy recommends a natural way of life,
a simple life, a following of the natural instincts of a healthy body and mind.
‘. . . Never missing a beat, in time to ‘the dance of the mulberry forest’, or the ‘Jingshou
Suite’. Lord Wenhui exclaimed ‘How amazing that your skill has reached such heights!
Cook Ding put down his knife and replied, ‘What I love is the Way [the tao], which goes
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beyond skill. When I first butchered cows, I saw nothing but cows. After three years, I
never saw a cow as a whole. At present, I deal with it through my spirit rather than looking
at it with my eyes. My perception stops and my spirit runs its course.’
The Chuang Tzu73

We live against a background of familiarity and competence, environments packed with tools
and artefacts that are everyday objects, transparent in use. A hammer is no longer consciously
engaged, but just used in what Alfred Schutz calls ‘everyday skilful coping’. A hammer is part
of a network of other things – tools, raw materials, and projects like cabinet making; the act in
hammering to build a house is not solely instrumental but is associated with being a carpenter.
Through such human actions, we become human, gaining identity. For Merleau-Ponty, human
action is animal, aimed at gripping the world. We understand a tool (‘equipment’) through its
use, by understanding its readiness-to-hand (as Wittgenstein and Austin suggest we understand
language through usage). The person using the tool is not interested in the essence of the tool, or
often aware of it. Marshall McLuhan took this further, claiming that the contents of a medium
are other mediums, and that when occupied by a media, we are unaware of how our bodies and
minds and perceptions are changed.74
Heidegger was opposed to idea that knowledge involves relation between minds and an
independent world.75 He stressed that in Dasein we are active in the world, our practical dealing
with the world do not involve detached representations of hammer and nails but functional
couplings. These underlie everyday abilities to negotiate the world: ‘action-oriented coupling
between organism and the world.’76 We develop embodied skills through practice as
embodied.77 Nicholai Bernstein studied the art of my ancestors, blacksmiths, and found the
hammer hitting the iron on the anvil was consistent, but the trajectories of the arm varied on
each seemingly repetitive stroke.78 Latash and Turvey note that motor programs cannot be fixed;
being embodied is an ongoing feedback of sensory corrections; the body is constantly, and
skilfully, adjusting to the environment.79
Tools must be seen in terms of being unable to exist apart from bodily movement and skills, and
yet tools make tools, which is the thrust of cumulative bricolage.80 Ingold suggests we look at
how tools are used which entails a study of skill, situating the practitioner in a context of active
engagement with his surroundings.81 Tools are not just instrumental – they are bricolage which
expands our possibilities. Balkin objects to simplistic conceptions of tools: ‘Tools are not
simply the means to an end but the means of developing and articulating our ends.’82 Leo Marx
notes that Emerson and Thoreau expressed concern that humans were becoming ‘the tools of
our tools.’83 Machines take this further. Ingold states: ‘Machines take over from manipulation of
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tools, far from complimenting technique by providing a foundation in knowledge, technology
forces a division between knowledge and practice, reducing the latter from creative doing to
mere execution.’84 (Mechanism and machine derive from the Greek mékhané (skill, cunning
invention) produced by métis (cunning intelligence). Genius is probably derived from ingenium
(innate qualities) and leads to engine and engineer.
Bruno Latour argues that machines consist of combinations of humans and technology, in which
each is adapted to the other so that the two can effectively act as one. Latour calls these modes
of collective action by the human and non-human ‘lashups.’ They are substantive: new results
happen provided that the parties are in fact well adapted to one another.85 Machines generate
machines - the cycle is exponential. Ellul claims the entire system of technology and technique
should be understood as an, ‘organism’ tending towards closure and self-determination.’86
Haraway notes a change: ‘Modern machines are quintessentially microelectronic devices: they
are everywhere and they are invisible . . . Writing, power, and technology are old partners in
Western stories of the origin of civilisation, but miniaturisation has changed our experience of
mechanism. Miniaturisation has turned out to be about power; small is not so much beautiful as
pre-eminently dangerous, as in cruise missiles.’87
Different tools have very different properties:
‘The computer is a vastly more potent tool than, say, a hammer. It is true that, if I take
everything for a nail and let the hammer run riot in my hands, I have forsaken
responsibility. But I am not likely to mistake a hammer for a thinking device.
Computers are highly adaptive, universal machines, and when we bring to them a
willingness to sacrifice our own functioning to that of our tools, we risk sacrificing,
not just one particular capacity, but the entire field of human responsibility.’
Stephen Talbott 88

Talbott confuses tools with machines. Hayles points to one difference: ‘Computers aren't just in
boxes anymore; they are moved out into the world to become distributed throughout the
environment ... As cognition becomes distributed, humans no longer control all the parameters,
and in some situations, they don't control the crucial ones, for example in automated weapon
systems.’89 Machines in Deleuze’s terminology are assemblages that allow for improbable
connections.90 Poems make connections - only in this sense are poems machines (and not in
Poe’s sense91). Bodies have been thought of as machines (Cyborgs).
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7.4

Techne and technology – the Rupture

Instrumentalists believe that technologies are neutral single tools used for particular tasks, as
instrumental means to chosen ends.92 Heidegger, Ihde, and Ellul are substantivists who think
that restricting the concept of technology to tools reduces the ability to understand the essence
of technology.93
‘The issue [for Heidegger] is not that machines are evil nor that they have taken over, but that
in constantly choosing to use them over every other alternative, we make many other
unwitting choices. The overall effect of our involvement with technology cannot therefore be
interpreted as a relation of means to ends.’
Andrew Feenberg94

The originator of the term philosophy of technology is believed to be Ernst Kapp, a German
philosopher (1808-1896), author of Philosophie de Technik. Kapp emigrated central Texas, and
came to think of technology as means to ‘overcome dependence on raw nature’. Carl Mitcham
points out that this requires, ‘the colonization of space (through agriculture, mining,
architecture, civil engineering, etc.) and of time (through systems of communication, from
language to telegraph). The latter, in its perfected form, would constitute a "universal
telegraphics” linking world languages, semiotics, and inventions into a global transfiguration of
the earth and a truly human habitat.’95 (Which foreshadows the Internet)
Ivan Illich argues we are threatened by industrial and technological development;96and Martin
Buber called technology ‘a “golem” that man cannot master.’ 97 Borgmann urges a
Heideggerean turn to ‘deictic discourse’ (Greek, ‘to show, to point out, to bring to light, to set
before one, and then also to explain and to teach’). ‘Speakers of deictic discourse never finally
warrant the validity of what they tell but point away from themselves to what finally matters;
they speak essentially as witnesses.’98 Bate offers lyric poetry as the primary example of such
discourse, much as Heidegger did.
‘Technology, as Borgmann understands it, belongs to the last stage in the history of the
understandings of being in the West. It replaces the worlds of poiesis, craftsmen, and
Christians with a world in which subjects control objects. In such a world the things
that call for and focus nurturing, craftsmanly, or praising practices are replaced by
devices that offer a more and more transparent or commodious way of satisfying a
desire.’
Hubert Dreyfus99
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Carl Mitcham is critical of Borgmann's suggestion that the aesthetic power of poetry can
transform the world, believes technologisation has gone too far for that.100 Martin Heidegger's
essays ‘Hölderlin and the Essence of Poetry’, and ‘Poetically Man Dwells’, are interpretations
of Hölderlin's poem ‘In lieblicher Bidue’, through Heidegger’s philosophical lens. However this
poem has a strange history, like MacDiarmid’s ‘Perfect’ poem (Chapter 10).101 Heidegger
suggests that reading Stefan George's poem ‘The Word’, and Gottfried Benn’s ‘A Word’, can
help one explore the nature of language; a difficult enterprise because we use language to
discuss language. The scientific method tends to suffocate thinking: we can return to thinking
(suffocated by science and technology) by reading and listening to poetry. Encountering a poem
may bring about a thinking experience with language in an area that has not engaged your
thinking previously.102 Heidegger sounds like a mystic when he writes, ‘The writing of poetry is
not primarily a cause of joy to the poet, rather the writing of poetry is joy, is serenification,
because it is in writing that the principal return home consists.’103 It is not an account of poetry I
recognise. It is a Cartesian and anthropocentric mistake to think language constitutes our
lifeworld – which is constituted by an organism moving, negotiating, and exploring an
environment – the total package. He posits that we dwell poetically (dichterisch) in the world.
Bates asserts: ‘For Heidegger, poetry can, quite literally, save the earth.’104 Heidegger suggests
that it is language that speaks and that man is only able to use language after he has responded
to it by listening to its claim on him. In relation to the concept of language, it is poetry, which is
the response that is made after man has truly listened to the appeal of language – thus Heidegger
argues, ‘poetry first causes dwelling to be dwelling.’105
Appendix 14

Heidegger’s Defence of Poetry – a revelation (like technology)

Bate notes: ‘Heidegger used a village cabinet maker as an exemplar of dwelling, contrasting the
craftsman’s connectedness to wood with the disconnection of the factory-worker from the
materials with which he works.’106
Poem. ‘The circumstance of trees’
Don Ihde notes that technology is culturally embedded, so that before we blame technology for
anything we should examine how we use it, and the cultural practices which surround it.107
Andrew Feenberg also warns that technological determinism is a dualist and essentialist notion
because it removes technology from daily life.108 Don Ihde argues that modern experience has
been fundamentally altered by new technologies of representation. Just as the microscope and
the telescope reshaped the scientific view of the world, so do everyday image technologies such
as cinema and television reshape the social world.109 Loss Pequeño Glazier enthuses that, ‘As

A New Defence of Poetry - and New Possibilities from Hypertext to Ecopoetry

123

with any development in technology, writing does not stay the same, but the writing technology
becomes an expanded way to perceive under the aegis of the writing activity.’110 The erosion of
traditional cultures is significant, as Islamic fundamentalism attempts to hold back the invading
images of modernity, a global culture reliant on universal access to a bricolage of cultural
fragments. Ihde's Postphenomenology suggests new technologies give us unexpected and new
senses of freedom: the extension of perception, of our logical and mental functions augmenting
our space of action and interaction.111
The modern concept of technology derives from a conflation of the technical with mechanical,
which treats workmen as robots applying mechanical principles. Ingold (unlike Peter
Reynolds112) claims transition to industrial capitalism and rise of mechanised production, have
been accompanied by depersonalisation and deskilling, leading to withdrawal of technical forces
from domain of social relations. He argues that machines take over from manipulation of tools,
far from complimenting techniques by providing a foundation in knowledge, technology forces
a division between knowledge and practice, ‘reducing the latter from creative doing to mere
execution.’113 The autonomous nature of technology is troubling.114 Langdon Winner asks, ‘Just
as Plato and Aristotle posed the question, what is the best form of political society?’ And
answers that one ought to ask, ‘What forms of technology are compatible with the kind of
society we want to build?’115 Do we do this? No. And not even in cultural areas, artists follow
on the heels of pornographers in innovative communication technologies.
Langdon Winner suggests that politics are imbedded in technologies.116 Technological
innovation is tied to social, economic and political processes, and ‘technopolitical’ sphere is
oppressive. Winner warns that technologies threaten our natural and cultural systems and should
be subjected to limits.117 Winner fears that our tools have become institutions that rule our ways
of life - that ‘techne has at last become politeia’. Industrial technologies ‘eliminate other forms
of human activity. Hence, industrial techniques eclipsed craftsmanship, technologies of
agribusiness made small-scale farming all but impossible, high-speed transportation replaced
other means of getting around, and so forth. It is not merely that useful devices and techniques
from the past have been rendered obsolete, but entire ways of life that employed those
techniques have vanished.’
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Box 7

Alternative thoughts on Technology

David Rothenberg talks of ‘Deep Technology’, claiming that technology is an extension of human
attributes, and this fact must be acknowledged so that we can understand the power of technology, and
begin using it a sustainable relation to the natural world. He writes, the ‘only nature we know is a realm
reconfigured as our tools construe it, even to the point of seeming so independent of us that it emerges
as a wonderful other, which we believe we can touch only if we release ourselves from all devices.’ 118
What is required is 'Appropriate Technology'. ‘The definition of 'Appropriate Technology' changes
with each situation ... One quality that remains the same, however, is taking care of things. In each
situation, the essence of AT remains appreciating, helping, caring. Planned obsolescence, throw-away
products, poor quality all go against intelligent decision-making and the true spirit of appropriate
technology ... Real life is infinite variety, which appropriate technology has to fit, rather than forcing
life to fit the technology.’ Steve Troy119 I studied alternative technology nearly thirty years ago, and
little progress has been made. Technology is prime capitalist venture. Appropriate technology is
technology that fits natural systems; this thesis suggests poetic forms that fit current
natural/cultural/technological systems.

7.5

Art and Technology
‘Art is not a mirror held up to reality, but a hammer with which to shape it.’
Bertolt Brecht120
‘Take the picks and hammers! Undermine the foundation of venerable towns!’
Marinetti121

Roger Coleman argues that Plato was wrong in Alcibiades, to divide mind and body and support
abstract reason over skilled practice.122 (He even claims that, ‘Plato’s objective in dividing
reason over menial work, and theory over practice was to justify the institution of slavery.’123)
This debasement of craft continued past Romanticism to Art & Text, Conceptual Art, and
postmodern gestures. Coleman calls for a reappraisal of the quality and importance of satisfying
work as a means of enhancing the lives of the many, rather than the few.
‘Manufacture is ‘the making of anything by hands, ... directly or indirectly, with or without
the help of instruments or machines ... ART is the operation of the hand and the intelligence
of man together ... Then FINE ART is that in which the hand, the heart, and the intellect of
man go together.’
Ruskin124
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A tool is used in a situation; perhaps as intended or through cumulative bricolage, it is part of
skilled embodied practice. Ingold, from his phenomenological angle, notes, ‘The quality of
“being an artefact” no more inheres in the object itself than does the quality of ‘being a tool.’125
When we call an object a tool of a certain kind we presuppose the technical skill and presence of
user (and the same for a poem).
Now we have poems as technologies – what does this mean? Ingold notes, ‘“Art” and
“technology” are mere words . . . originally, teckhne and ars meant the same thing, namely skill
of the kind associated with craftsmanship.’126 ‘Technology in short, appears to do away with
technique, rather than back it up.’127 Ingold is concerned that technology removes techne,
treating a worker as mere operator, putting mechanical principles into use - ‘productive work is
divorced from human agency ... technique appears to be “given” in the operational principles of
the tools themselves.’128
‘The shift from the classical concept of tekhne to the modern concept of technology
has brought about a profound change in the way we think about the relation between
human beings and their activity . . . The image of the artisan, immersed with the whole
of his being in a sensuous engagement with the material, was gradually supplanted by
that of the operative whose job it is to set in motion an exterior system of productive
forces, according to principles of mechanical functioning.’
Tim Ingold129

All writing is technologically dependent, whether using clay tokens (Babylonia, c8,000 BC),
papyrus, parchment, paper, screen, pen, typewriter, or keyboard and mouse. Dennis Baron
points out: ‘When we write with cutting edge tools, it is easy to forget that whether it consists of
energized particles on a screen or ink embedded in paper or lines gouged into clay tablets,
writing itself is always first and foremost a technology, a way of engineering materials in an
order to accomplish an end.’130 Few poets write directly onto computer like novelists;
handwriting is important, part of the process of creating poems.131 Handwriting (stylus or pen)
suggests presence, even personality.132 Heidegger romanticised about the presence of the hand
in work and art,133 promoting manual craft (Handwerk) as authentic, not ‘conditioned, like other
professions, by public usefulness or by the search for profit.’134 He thought craft was in danger
of being degraded by the machine, giving the example of the typewriter. Derrida probes and
extends this argument of iterability, to writing by hand: ‘there is already regular reproduction,
mechanical iterability. So it is not legitimate to oppose handwriting to ‘mechanical’ writing like
some pre-technical artisanship to technics. Moreover, so-called ‘typewriting,’ for its part, is also
manual’.’135
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The richness of materiality is demonstrated from a different art form:
‘[T]he clay began to affect my consciousness. And I almost went back to the
beginning and started to just pinch clay, just to hold a ball of clay in my hand, and
very, very slowly, with just my fingers, make pots ... I got less and less interested in
the objects we made, but why we made things, and what there was to learn from
primary materials.’
Paulus Berensohn136

Western culture focuses on the visual to the detriment, not only of other senses but possibly
thought itself.137 Technologies focus on vision, and Don Ihde believes, ‘Contemporary culture in
its now global communications context, is increasingly embodied through its instrumentarium...
image technologies.’138 Bolter, Landow, and Lanham, among others, think that digital texts will
reconcile divisive aesthetic and epistemological structures, which will, ‘produce effects on our
culture, particularly on our literature, education, criticism, and scholarship, just as radical as
those produced by Gutenberg's movable type.’139 Loss Pequeño Glazier optimistically suggests
‘techne, with its resonance with “technical”, may be even more important in the digital
environment, a medium where materials are not always apparent.’140 I argue against this view
(Chapter 16). Tools were formerly moulded by the rhythms of the body, which conferred the
primacy of the human over the artificial.141 Around 1900, Angelo Beyerlin analysed the
difference between the typewriter and the writing hand, noting: ‘In writing by hand, the eye
must constantly watch the written line and only that. It must attend to the creation of each
written line ... guide the hand through each movement ... By contrast, after one presses down
briefly on a key, the typewriter creates in the proper position on the paper a complete letter,
which not only is untouched by the writer's hand but is also located in a place entirely apart
from where the hands work.’ 142
Technology is a powerful enterprise, which Kittler analyses in great detail (revealing that the
first mass-produced typewriters were developed for blind people by arms manufacturers; and
noting causal chains between pianos, typewriters, Turing's universal computer, and the Enigma
machine). Kittler claims the typewriter unravels relations between self and language,
strengthened by the mouth, eye and hand working together with language. We become
distanced from the hand and eye co-ordinating mind to world which suggests ‘the continuous
transition from nature to culture.’143 Kittler is technological deterministic, arguing that the
media determine how humans think and live and act, and in technological formations, since the
phonograph broke the storage monopoly of writing: ‘from imagination to data processing, from
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the arts to the particulars of information technology and physiology - that is the historic shift of
1900’144
‘The hand is, together with the word, the essential distinction of man ... Man does not ‘have’
hands, but the hand holds the essence of man, because the word as the essential realm of the
hand is the ground of the essence of man ... The typewriter tears writing from the essential
realm of the hand, i.e. the realm of the word. The word itself turns into something ‘typed’.’
Heidegger145

Digital media breaks that connection; binary code has no link to the hand or eye or world;
meaning oscillates.
Friedrich Kittler appears to believe that literature (post oral poetry) is a form of data processing,
storage, and transmission, through a discourse network of cultural institutions. In the Discourse
Network of 1900, Kittler suggests the book was engulfed by media technologies (gramophone,
film and typewriter), which changed (in a McLuhanite way146) the symbolic, the imaginary, and
the real. Kittler claims that, ‘around 1880 poetry turned into literature’ (a period when ‘the
technological differentiation of optics, acoustics, and writing exploded Gutenberg's writing
monopoly around 1880, the fabrication of so-called Man became possible’).147
‘Man becomes as it were, the sex organs of the machine world...enabling it to
fecundate and to evolve ever new forms.’
Friedrich Kittler148

The generative potential of digital media resides in the diversity and flexibility of outcomes
new technologies offer to artists across a range of disciplines. Unlike traditional
technologies, which create a very strong link between production skills in a particular craft
or set of artisanal techniques, and a particular form of outcome (‘the silver print’, ‘the
etching’, ‘the lithograph’), digital technologies offer a set of ‘meta’ possibilities.
Joanna Drucker149

This points to a possible problem with technologised art - the loss of the rich experiential
environments of whatever media the artist works in. Especially since, as Drucker points out, the
feedback of such rich sensory data on cognitive processes is only recently beginning to be
understood.150 In poetry, this concerns the loss of the choice and thinking/feeling processes,
under the pressures, or temptations of using technology to manipulate the procedures and
materialities of language.151 Another possibility is the loss of creativity, of original ideas and
freedom of manipulation and expression as a technological imperative takes hold. Our use of
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skills and ability for bricolage is reduced and negated when reliant on machines and technology.
We become subject to machines, adjust to their dictates, sitting in one place looking at ghostly
marks on a screen: as Heidegger says, we become 'playthings' of technology.
‘The role of poesies is to take seriously the connection between those conceptions and the
premises on which the aesthetic artefacts will be conceptualised in their existence as digital
media. Technodeterminism? Hardly. The problem is that the technology may not be
deterministic enough to break the conventions of critical thought.’
Johanna Drucker152

The Virtual reality (VR) hype of the early 1990s took technologism to heart, ridding the mind of
the body with Cartesian naiveté.153 Simon Penny is concerned that, ‘The virtualisation of artistic
practice by the use of simulatory tools implies the eradication of kinaesthetic or somatosensory
awarenesses and skills.’154 He blames the ‘Engineering World View’, a ‘quintessentially
reductive and deterministic’ ideology: ‘Through engineering and related disciplines, this
ideology has been consistently and inappropriately applied to the bodies and lives of people.
Characteristics of this ideology include, the reification of an [sic] hierarchical and dualistic
relation of "mind" and "body" and the insistent imposition of mechanistic models upon nonmechanistic scenarios.’ He warns that, ‘Artistic skills and methods are distributed bodily
phenomena and inherently refute reductive approaches to questions of intelligence and
consciousness. The use of computers in art practice is not a convergence but a battleground.
Artworking becomes ephemeralised and the connection to bodily action is broken.’ Penny
concludes, ‘If the traditional intelligences of artistic practice are worth preserving, artists must
develop a sophisticated understanding of the nature of their practice with respect to digital
tools.’
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Part 2

The Nature and Possibilities of Poems

Part 2 investigate the nature of poems, and examines two relatively new possibilities ecopoetry and hypertext poetry.

Chapter 8

What are Poems?

Chapter 9

The Poet, the Poem, the Poetry

Chapter 10

The ‘Perfect’ Poem

Chapter 11

Ploughing - Georgics as Informational poetry

Chapter 12

The Georgic in Australia

Chapter 13

Towards Ecopoetry

Chapter 14

Ecopoetry - Which Poetic Forms?

Chapter 15

Hypertext: Cognition and Information

Chapter 16

Digital Poetics: Procedural or Informational?

Conclusion
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Chapter 8 What are Poems?
8.1

What is Poetry?

8.2

What is a Poem? – A Tripartite Model (Speech-Act; Practice; Art(e)fact)

8.3

Poetry as Speech-Acts

8.4

An ordinary everyday practice

Linked Appendices
Appendix 15 The Diversity of Poems
Appendix 16 Speech Act Theory and Poetry
Appendix 17 Origins of Poetry

A poem is a multifaceted phenomenon, impossible to pin down with a definition. I propose a
tripartite model (Speech-Act; Practice; Art(e)fact) to understand the dynamics of a poem. I
assert a speech-based poetic, with no claims to transcend the ordinary and everyday thus
resisting formalist approaches.

8.1

What is Poetry?
‘The wisest definition of poetry the poet will instantly prove false by setting aside its
requisitions.’
Henri David Thoreau1

Mark O'Connor borrows from Auden when answering the question, ‘what is a poem?’: ‘Poetry
is memorable speech: rich and evocative memorable speech, on subjects of some general
importance, with a perpetual slight surprise from line to line.’2 Raoul Hausman, the Dada poet,
offered a more fundamental definition: ‘The poem is an act consisting of respiratory and
auditive combinations.’3 Neither definition is sufficient, or necessary, for the vast range of
forms, media and textual (and non-textual) materials varieties of poems. Poems emerge from
expressive but wordless voices, skywriting and sign language, computer programs and the flight
of bees.4 Poems are tattooed, stitched, written, sung, engineered and found. There are long
poems (The Mahabharata, an epic Sanskrit poem, has 220,000 lines) and one word poems;
some poems take a lifetime to write (‘A line will take us hours maybe, / yet if it does not seem a
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moment’s thought / Our stitching and unstitching has been naught.’ Yeats.5), others a few
seconds.’6 The vast majority of poems are recognised as belonging to a tradition, or discourse.
Poetry is malleable, it elides definition (like the term ‘swing’ in jazz), not surprisingly since
poetry is embodied and musical. Poetry is a potential relationship between symbols, sounds,
music, thoughts, hopes, dreams, disappointments, materials, fonts and aesthetic forms. Formalist
approaches cannot encompass this diversity, nor do they get to the root of ‘poeticality’. Richard
Cureton points out that Roman Jakobson, ‘could never say why the patterns he observed, and
not others, tend to appear. In sum, he never developed a convincingly explanatory theory of the
“poeticality” he perceived and cherished.’7 Definitions, as discussed in relation to transcendent
concepts earlier, fail. Poetry cannot be defined, only characterised variously (mimetic or
expressive, subtle /opaque or precise communication).8 A promising alternative is Robert
Pierce’s notion that poetry: ‘is a family-resemblance concept in Wittgenstein's terms... To define
poetry that way is to look outward, at what readers and critics actually do, not inward in search
of some essence or ideal object that we suppose to be located in the black boxes of our minds.’9
From this stance he argues, ‘The implication of such a definition is that, when a good number of
the readerly tools and methods we apply to poems reward our approach to a given text, it is a
poem.’10
David Antin argues that the concept of poetry is, ‘grounded on the historical connection of
poetry (the rhythmical verbal art) with music (the art of rhythmically and harmonically ordered
tones) and dance (the art of rhythmical body movement) in the family grouping or supergenre of
mousiké. This was the old cultural understanding supported through the 5th century BC by a
performance tradition that regularly associated poetry with music and dance went along with a
widespread belief in their historical unity.’11 Antin picks out important features, but critics are
quick to create a border for literature: Aristotle with his normative criteria; Sartre (who attacked
poetry); and Coleridge (who attacked Wordsworth for straying from formal unity). Within this
tradition, an alternative defining feature is disdain for ordinary language vocabularies and
syntax, shared by neo-classicists, Symbolists, Russian Formalists and LIP poets. Thus Rilke
asserts: ‘The poet's task is increased by the strange obligation to set apart his words from the
words of everyday life and communication thoroughly and fundamentally.’12 The lyric has been
the focus of literary theorists partly due to New Criticism,13 but the New Critics were not
interested in a theoretical understanding of the lyric; they never asked, ‘What is lyric poetry?’
(Or examined the materiality, tropes and syntactical elements of lyric expression). Rothenberg
denies that form is a criteria of poetry: ‘[P]oetry is not simply what is called poetry, which
usually refers to semi-professional literary activity. I think poetry is involved with the creation
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of meaning through language. There are a lot of boundaries which get crossed here. Poetry is
attempting to discover the otherwise unknowable. Science won’t deal with the unknowable.’14
Sidney recognised poetic genre (heroic, lyric, tragic, comic, satiric, iambic, elegiac, pastoral)
but insisted that the true poet is not defined by the use of rhyme or verse, but by the images he
makes. He noted the etymology, Poiein ‘to make’: ‘wherein, I know not whether by luck or
wisdom, we Englishmen have met with the Greeks in calling him a “maker”.’15 George
Puttenham begins his The Arte of English Poesie (c1569, pub 1589 - Attrib): ‘A Poet is as much
to say as a maker. And our English name well conformes with the Greeke word: for of poiyin to
make, they call a maker Poeta.’16 Shelley takes a similar view.17
Language serves two interrelated functions: communication (social), and thought (egocentric),
which originate relatively simultaneously. The uses to which language can be put are as varied
as forms of life and human action and behaviours. Poetry shares both these origins, as a practice
and discourse - we think though a poem (egocentric); poets write propaganda, occasional
poems, private love poems intended for only the addressee and public epithalamiums, all with
varied motives. However the public role of poetry has diminished. What was commonplace, and
taken for granted is now rare (and generally ignored).18 But it must be remembered that poetry’s
popularity, before the Enlightenment, was due to its use as a pedagogical tool in rhetoric
studies.19
Rather than ask ‘What is Poetry?’ It is easier to ask – What is a Poem? Though this question is
complicated by the sheer diversity of forms and types of poem,
Appendix 15

8.2

The Diversity of Poems

What is a Poem? A Tripartite Model (Speech-Act; Practice; Art(e)fact)

Given this diversity of poems (Appendix 15), Coleridge was wise enough to evade definitions
of a poem, being content to note that a poem has an, ‘untranslatableness in words of the same
language without injury to the meaning.’20 In the previous Chapters, I noted that poets use a
material that is inherently poetic, but also use techne and extelligence to work the material of
language into poems, using various techniques: form, rhythm, imagery etc.21 I have suggested
that a poem is a tool, which does not illuminate the unique nature of poems. Poems ask their
own questions and make original connections between events and objects in the world. Every
good poem is an experiment. This fact is a key characterisation of the art form. It not that every
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poem pushes the boundaries of form, or technique, but that each poem develops uncertainly, and
with an unknown destination. Of course, the vast majority of poems composed (diachronically
and synchronically) to date have been in oral form. Oral poetry is a separate tradition, very rich,
popular, and with more instrumental use – poetry being a mnemonic device (after all
Mnemosyne was the mother of all the Muses).
W.C. Williams called a poem, a ‘machine made of words’.22 Paul Valéry, a very different poet,
used the same metaphor: ‘A poem is really a kind of machine for producing the poetic state of
mind by means of words.’23 The English poet Michael Hoffman suggests a poem is a, ‘machine
for re-reading . . . [and] a line like a mosaic of magnets, charges and repulsions in every word.’
He continues, ‘[T]here is a process called anealment, the heating to a high temperature and slow
cooling of glass or metals, to toughen them. Making a poem feels like that – writing as yourself
and reading it back as someone else... The poem acquires independence.’ 24 Hoffman reminds us
(like Stevens’ poem ‘Adagio’) that a poem is not about an event; it is an event. The machine is a
dangerous metaphor, which fails to give language its due as based in human techniques and
performative speech-acts. 25 Robert Bly describe the New Critics' approach as, ‘an attempt "to
construct poetry machines, so that even people with no imagination can write it.’26 Jed Rasula.
maintains that, in the Academy, New Criticism’s hegemony continues.27 Poems are seen
variously in terms of these vectors depending on the circumstances and the period. For example,
Sanford Schwartz has noted that the notion of the poet changed under Eliot’s ‘impersonal theory
of poetry’ and New Criticism’s influence. The poet ‘was no longer "a man speaking to men" but
a craftsman designing a complex artefact.’28
Muriel Rukeyser, using Charles Pierce’s semiology, argues that, ‘The giving and taking of a
poem is, then, a triadic relation... we are always confronted by the poet, the poem, and the
audience.' 29 I take this analysis further - poems are language games, which emerge from
processes and interactions between the following three forces, briefly outlined:

1.

A Speech-Act

Poetry (as argued earlier) is a natural use of language. As speech it is a social activity;
understanding poems as speech-acts is useful for understanding the intentional and performative
aspects of poetry, which acknowledges the role of the poet. The paradox is that we evaluate
speech-acts by examining the act itself, its context and consequences, rarely the materiality of
the sound/text. ‘Memorable speech’ lies at the heart of poetry, but few interesting speech-acts
are considered poetry. Yet, as Bakhtin noted, 'an utterance is never just a reflection or an
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expression of something already existing outside it that is given and final. It always creates
something that never existed before, something absolutely new and unrepeatable, and,
moreover, it always has some relation to value (the true, the good, the beautiful, and so forth).’30
His unrealised theory of speech-genres parallels speech-act theory and Don Bialotosky has used
this approach to analyse the 1798 Lyrical Ballads.31

2.

A Practice
‘Practice is Art. If You Leave off you are Lost.’
William Blake32

Many poems, as well as speech-acts, are the result of the technology of writing, which is a
practice. The practice may be solitary, intense, frustrating, but any practice is essentially social.
Many people write poems occasionally, maybe only once in their life after a bereavement or a
love affair - but they are writing within some tradition of poetry, itself formed from the practice
of professionals, i.e. people who take the craft and the power of the art form seriously. The
career of a poem is shaped but not determined by the practice that produced it. At the larger
scale of social practice theory, Marx and Engels supposed human practice ‘abolishes the present
state of things.’33 Through human activity and creativity, life practices change. However as
Ortner writes, ‘[T]he central problem for practice theory is...precisely the question of how actors
who are so much the products of their own social and cultural context can ever come to
transform the conditions of their own existence, except by accident.’34 Aesthetic practice as
Kant realised (Critique of Judgment) has a certain autonomy from usual judgement claims.
A practice belongs to a set of discourses, which vary over time and between cultures. In preliterate Western societies, the practice centred on memory. The practice was elitist – a poet or
bard could be priest-like, or archivist of the history of the tribe, or propagandist for the tribe not connected to the concept of ‘Artist’ (a very Western concept). Jonathan Culler (writing from
a structuralist perspective) states, ‘the poem cannot be created except in relation to poems and
conventions of reading.35 This approach throws light on discourse but fails to illuminate the
heart of poetry. Barthes characterised a text as evading single meaning, being ‘a methodological
field to encounter, experienced only in an activity of production... only in the movement of a
discourse.’36 The poem’s dynamic textually confirms Bakhtin’s assertion of a text’s polyphony,
heteroglossia, and dialogic nature, though he used these terms to illuminate his favourite genre,
the novel.
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3.

An Art(e)fact
Etymology of ‘poem’: Middle French poeme, from Latin poema ,from Greek poiEma, from
poiein, from poesis - making.

Heidegger was interested in the etymology of the Greek poiēsis, claiming that, ‘Language,
therefore, originally and authentically occurs in poetry... however, not poetry in the sense of the
work of writers, but poetry as the proclamation of world in the invocation of god.’37 The poem
is formed from the previous two elements, but can discard the first, to emphasise its autotelic
nature (e.g. experimental concrete poems, sound poems, found poems, digital poetry). It is
however an unusually dynamic object, as Muriel Rukeyser writes about: ‘[P]eople who quarrel
about the 'poem as object.' They pull it away from their own lives, from the life of the poet, and
they attempt to pull it away from its meaning, from itself... it is not an object; the poem is a
process.' 38 The importance of a finished poem is more important in some traditions than others:
For example, Romanticism had a new fragmentary sense of the text and wider sense of poetry.39
The following schematic shows the interconnecting dynamics of the tripartite model.

Speech-Act

Practice/Discourse

A r t (e) f a c t

Not all poems use speech-acts, and the artefact (the poem) varies materially, comprised
variously of text /sound/ visual object/event/procedure to be processed. The material nature of
the poem works back into shaping the speech-acts, and the practice. This material nature
includes the iconic use of language (Chapter 5), and the symbolic referential reach of language –
partly informed by oral / literate differences.

8.3

Poetry as Speech-Acts
‘One will not be able to exclude, as Austin wishes, the 'non-serious', the oratio obliqua
from 'ordinary language'.’
Derrida40
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From the speech-act perspective, language is not mimetic. In performative utterances, language
no longer represents a referential reality or object outside the statement, as in the constative, but
is constitutive of ‘reality.’ Indeed, Warwick Slinn argues poetry makes use of this and, ‘draws
attention to this double action.’41 Thus it has an artefactual nature:
‘Poetry therefore depends upon a form of double utterance, by both poet and reader
(lyrical poetry in particular requires the reader to ‘speak’ the poem, to become,
momentarily, that utterance), and performativity provides a way of modelling the
array of elements which makes up this discursive production: an actor, a text, an
audience, and a context, all of which author and authorise each other.’
Warwick Slinn42

For an account of Austin, Searle and Derrida on speech-acts, and their relation to poetry see
Appendix 16

Speech Act Theory and Poetry

If poems are speech-acts, this entails acknowledging that a poem is:
•

Instrumental, that is, it is done in order to do something;43

•

Communicative: which always has implications for the ethical through power relations
etc;44

•

Structural: it follows an identifiable pattern of organisation and logic to further its purpose
which can take many forms;

•

Aesthetic: speech-acts use symbolic activities to capture attention, through style, vernacular,
metaphor, rhythm and tone. All these can all produce a mood, even a catharsis: this effect, if
enduring, comes to define ‘good’ poetry.

Slinn states: ‘Yet poems also, like performatives, function predominantly in terms of their selfreferential particularity, their poetic formalism. To model poetry in terms of performativity,
therefore, is to attend to the material particularity of the poem, to formalist as well as contextual
requirements... The referent for a performative is the utterance itself, its enunciation (the
referent for ‘I promise’ is the act of saying it), and it is a referent produced by language and its
enactment.’45 (Close to Shoshana Felman’s position46). The efficacy and meaning of an
utterance may depend on it being used consistently within a particular sociolinguistic
community (forms of life) but still with reference to the external world. Wolfgang Iser came to
his triadic account of texts being meaningful, believing that literature refers to models and
schemata in which 'reality' is represented - not given, as analytic philosophers, even Austin
suppose. He notes: ‘Yet speech acts, as long as they are considered to be performatives, actually
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produce reality. If speech acts are able to produce realities, one could just as well say that
fictions are not parasitic in relation to reality. Rather, by intervening into reality they also
produce realities - just as a lie produces realities.’47 Poetry at its most interesting is a developed
and complex discourse, which often requires more than competency in all competences and
sensitivity to linguistic and external environments, and the politics played out.48
How then, is a poetic speech-act instrumental? Ohmann argues the illocutionary force is
mimetic of speech-acts.49 If abnormal usage is felicitous, it can still be maintained that it is
parasitic, i.e a discourse that makes use of the ordinary, everyday, literal discourse in special
circumstances, using certain regularly occurring situations and subverting or transforming them.
The poet, for instance, may take language from usual contexts, with the intention of using it in a
special context to surprise the reader. The performance of an illocutionary act involves the
securing of ‘uptake’, which fails when the force or the meaning of the utterance is not
appreciated.50 The poet can secure uptake in the sense that he can make it clear that he is
speaking or writing poetry either through institutional means (ie the text is in a poetry book) or
formal qualities. Henryk Markiewicz suggests the poetic function kicks in ‘when an utterance is
ordered additionally in a way which cannot be justified by the usual requirements of linguistic
communication.’51 Slinn takes, what could be called an institutional view, suggesting: ‘consider
poetic utterance as a version of performativity where the text is itself an act: a performative
perhaps to the extent that it is uttered (written) by an appropriate person (a poet) in a certain set
of historical and cultural circumstances.’52 However, I reject the notion (ubiquitous in modernist
poetics) that ordinary language is essentially different from the language of poems - as when
Roman Jakobsen asserts, ‘Poeticity is present when the word is felt as a word and not a mere
representation of the object being named or an outburst of emotion, when words and their
composition, their meaning, their external and inner form, acquire a weight and value of their
own instead of referring indifferently to reality.’53 Hernadi offers a broader set of characteristics
of the literary, suggesting there are four potential triggers of any actual literary experience:
fictive representation; metaphorical or otherwise ‘opaque’ signification that calls attention to
itself; role-playing expression; and indirect communication.54 However, a speech-act theory of
poems is congruent with previous arguments that language is naturally poetic – though Slinn
takes both positions: ‘To model poetry in terms of performativity, therefore, is to attend to the
material particularity of the poem, to formalist as well as contextual requirements.’55 He
suggests that an emphasis on performativity might have avoided the ‘Tintern Abbey’ debate
between New Historicist contextualising and New Critical idealising.56
Speech-acts already have the other two elements of the tripartite built in - being formulaic and
discourse dependant – but cannot alone account for poems.
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8.4

An ordinary everyday practice

My personal context is that of a practicing poet who has worked practically for the defence of
poetry and then decided to defend poetry theoretically. I am keen to reassert the importance of a
speech-based poetic with no claims to transcend the ordinary and everyday. I thus resist the
following:
1. The Orphic - (poetry as magic, mysteriously inspired). Plato, used the image of Corybants
(dancing attendants of the Goddess of Nature, Cybele) for poets who write through the
Muses and don’t understand what they do. He cannot find any other explanation other than
divine inspiration for their abilities.57 The Sturm und Drang Movement of the 1770s led to
the Aesthetic Movement.
2. Neo-romanticism, hermeticism, decadence, and from the 1860s, Symbolism. 58 The notion of
divine inspiration, or madness, the ‘poet as hero’ echoed by Romantic thinkers continues.59
For example, Octavio Paz warns, 'Poetry is an extremely ambiguous occupation, a task and a
mystery, a pastime and a sacrament, a metier and a passion.' 60 A closely allied concept is
that of poets as priests.61
3. The Shamanistic - Plato exiled poets from the ideal city for a number of reasons, but central
was the irrationality of poets and their Corybant shamanism.62 The shamanistic function of
the artist is to make the world (personal/ impersonal, sacred/ sublime) meaningful and
energised. Jerome Rothenberg and Pierre Joris relate a freedom of the poetic line and diction
to the shaman.63 Joseph Campbell saw the artist in a shamanic role, charged with keeping
myth alive, as the old bard, telling tales of the tribe. Snyder has attacked the priesthood of
poetry64 while supporting Shamanism, as integrating self, other and the land (‘Hatching a
new myth).65 I am not convinced.66 A poet’s role is much broader but does include
foreboding or acclaiming. John Dewey wrote, ‘The moral prophets of humanity have always
been poets even though they spoke in free verse or by parable...Art has been the means of
keeping alive the sense of purposes that outrun evidence and of meaning that transcend
indurated habit.’67
4. Transcendence and Platonic realities - In Rilke’s words, ‘The Angel of the Elegies is that the
creature in whom the transmutation of the visible into the invisible, which we achieve, seems
already accomplished. The Angel of the Elegies is that being who assures the recognition of
a higher order of reality in the invisible.’68 Rimbaud’s voyant is tempting, but generally
requires drugs (Coleridge, Baudelaire, Rimbaud, Ginsburg, John Forbes and Michael
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Dransfield), or madness (plenty of poetry was written in Callan Park, Sydney and the
McLean Hospital, Massachusetts: Francis Webb, Sylvia Plath, Robert Lowell, Anne Sexton,
among others).69
5. Reification and abstraction of language – As exemplified by the analytic tradition in Western
philosophy, which evolved from attempts by Russell and Frege to prove concrete
foundations of mathematics, and supposing natural language could be reduced to the formal
language of mathematics.70
6. Formalist notions of poetry - These assume that literary experiences differ qualitatively from
ordinary cognition, including:
 Russian formalists (and their followers) who argue that lyric language is identifiable, not
through mimesis or aesthetics, but as a distinct use of language - what Roman Jakobson
called the 'poetic function' or 'poeticality'71, and which Charles Bernstein calls
‘Absorption’.72 Richard Cureton pointedly notes that Jakobson, ‘observed patterns,
catalogued their variety, and demonstrated their ubiquity in the poetry we admire most.
Yet he could never say what these patterns, when taken as a whole, might mean to human
life as we live it in other realms.’73 Mary Louise Pratt argues Jakobson cannot provide
criteria for when the poetic function dominates and be confident that this text is poetry.74
There are no defining characteristics of literary meaning unique to literature. There is no
workable definition of good art, not even Ezra Pound’s, ‘By good art, I mean art that
bears true witness, I mean the art that is most precise.’75
 Literary critics who propose poetic diction is necessary to a poem and deny the power and
poetic nature of ordinary language;76
 The New Formalists' emphasis on rhyme and metre (Timothy Steele et al.)77
 The conservative cognitive formalism of Frederic Turner78; and
 Cognitive poetics, as exemplified by Raymond Tsur and David Miall (see above), who
take an empirical approach to traditional formalist arguments that there is a wide gap
between poetic and every day language.79
The reaction against the synthetic and idealist component of the Symbolist approach is one of
the main distinctive features of the Modernist poetic. Cognitive science has discovered language
to be inherently and ordinarily poetic. Poetic figures like metaphor are ordinary and not
problematic for cognition, as Raymond Gibbs argues, ‘human cognition is fundamentally
shaped by various poetic or figurative processes.’80 Lakoff and Turner insist that, ‘Metaphor is a
tool so ordinary that we use it unconsciously and automatically, with so little effort that we
hardly notice it.’81 What is important for their argument (and mine) is that, ‘Great poets can
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speak to us because they use the modes of thought we all possess.’82 - Not because of the Muse,
genius or other extraordinary factors. Viewing language as essentially poetic and embodied and poetry as a performative speech act - entails seeing poetry (both its creation and reception)
as a dialogic practice embedded and embodied in social practices and their environments, i.e. as
an ecological practice/process. Mark Turner suggests literary studies need to understand
‘language and literature as acts of the everyday human mind’ thus ‘grounding activity [in] the
study of language and of literature as expressions of our conceptual apparatus.’83 In which case,
literary focus can shift from the expressive (poetry reflecting the poet’s mind), or formalist
concerns, or the search for the true (unique), cleverest, or most original interpretation of what a
poem means inside its onion layers of associations, significances and ideologies.
Poetic texts often present as formalist, but evidence suggests that formal properties dissolve in
semantic apperception (D. A. Allport;84 Gilles Fauconnier85). It is the significance or meaning of
what is recalled that determines the way a text is retained and used. One never repeats a
sentence exactly; one makes it meaningful by giving it one’s own style, form, lexicon and
figures of speech.86 We are interpretive beings, and as Stanley Fish asserts, ‘It is not that the
presence of poetic qualities compels a certain kind of attention but that the paying of a certain
kind of attention results in the emergence of poetic qualities.’87
The formalist approach derives from various sources including, Platonism, scientism (formalists
are keen to measure and corral poetry) and the modernist, formalist ‘mystique of purity.’ Renato
Poggioli noted this longing which, ‘aspires to abolish the discursive and syntactic element, to
liberate art from any connection with psychological and empirical reality, to reduce every work
to the intimate laws of its own expressive essence or to the given absolutes of its own genre or
means.’88 Basil Bunting has critiqued this position (perhaps attacked is more accurate),
complaining, ‘the virtues of the neo-Platonic quasi-religion, were prime virtues also to Yeats,
Pound and Eliot. They are not virtues to me, only expedients that chafe almost as vilely as the
crimes they try to restrain.’89
One concern with Formalist positions is their elitist tendencies, which Jose Ortega y Gasset
demonstrated.90 An elitism Mallarmé exhibited when he wrote, ‘The educational bases of the
multitude need not include art; that is, a miracle accessible only to the very few.’91 The great
poets in the oral tradition were mostly humble; the idea that poets serve the practice and notions
of originality and genius has been harmful.92 John Hodgson points out that people increasingly
needed translations of the Classical authors by the 1790s, and ‘the Classics’ were losing their
authority, which offered the Romantics an opportunity to emphasise their originality (hence
Edward Young’s work on genius, 1759).93
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Social reality develops through embodied practice interacting with our environments.94 Balkin
views ideology as arising from culture and evolving through the transmission of cultural
information and know-how, ‘cultural software’ which constitutes human minds and shaping
them as persons with distinctive values and purposes.95 The term culture itself is complex, as
Raymond Williams noted.96 An interdisciplinary approach to understanding human behaviour
production and meanings, through evolutionary and cultural influences, like cultural
anthropology, requires a polyphonic approach - one Clifford Geertz and James Clifford outline,
with lessons for a discursive poetics.97 Poetry in these environments is not treated as an art form
in a semi-autonomous aesthetic sphere but as a tool to explore human experience and the world,
including its old rivals philosophy and history. Because the world is in flux and historicised,
witnesses are important. Muriel Rukeyser, in her DoP, wrote, ‘For in this world of light and
change: the real world; and the reality of the artist is the reality of the witnesses.’98
However, poems are mysterious objects, and at the formal level of the line and beat, powerful.
Meaning is contextualised, which George Oppen stressed: ‘The meaning of a poem is in the
cadence and the shape of the lines and the pulse of the thought which is given by those lines.
The meaning of many lines will be changed ... if one line-ending changes.’99
Origins of poetry are beyond the scope of this thesis, but I make some observations.
Appendix 17

Origins of Poetry
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Chapter 8

1

HD Thoreau, A Week on the Concord and Merrimac Rivers, Penn State Classics electronic.
http://www.hn.psu.edu/faculty/jmanis/thoreau/Week-on-C&M-Rivers.pdf, p69.
2
Mark O'Connor, ‘What Poetry Is’, www.olympicpoet.com/mark.htm. [DL 9.3.2001] This was Thom
Gunn's favoured definition of poetry too. In a short piece ‘Credo’, he writes, ‘Poetry is memorable and
evocative and emotionally honest speech.’ Other popular definitions are, ‘Poetry is the spontaneous
overflow of powerful feelings.’ William Wordsworth (Preface to Lyrical Ballads,1800); and ‘Poetry is the
rhythmical creation of beauty.’ E. A. Poe (c1840).
3
Quoted by Nicholas Zurbrugg, ‘Beckett, Avant-garde Experiments, and FROGS’ Richard Kostelanetz,
Ed., A Critical (ninth) Assembling, New York: Assembling Press, 1979, unpaginated.
4
Ronny Someck, an Israeli poet, in discussion with Ivor Indyk at the Sydney Writers Festival, 2003,
recalled that he had made a poem by writing on a gallery floor in strawberry jam, with 30,000 bees,
bringing it alive.
5
W. B. Yeats, ‘Adam’s Curse’, written when Maud Gonne married Major John MacBride. The Collected
Poems of W.B. Yeats, Ed., RJ Finneran, Collier, 1989.
6
‘lighght’ is a famous one word poem by Aram Saroyan from his minimalist collection Flower
Power,1969. Saroyan comments, ‘Awarded a National Endowment for the Arts Poetry Award of $750
after its appearance in The Chicago Review, this poem seems to have induced in [conservative Senator
]Jesse Helms, among others, a state of apoplexy that has yet to abate in, lo, these thirty years hence.’ He
came upon the book on the Net - ‘One final note: the book has been retyped and I was astonished to find
the poem lighght misspelled.’ http://www.ubu.com/papers/saroyan.html. [DL 2.1.2003]
7
Richard D. Cureton, ‘Helen Vendler and the Music of Poetry’, Versification: an interdisciplinary journal
of literary prosody Vol 1:1, March 1997.
8
Merlin Donald notes that though language has the reach to refer to multiple domains, it ‘can never
substitute for music, dance, architecture, or other systems of meaning. As the dancer Isadora Duncan once
phrased it, "If I could tell it to you, I would not have to dance it.”’ 'The Prehistory of the Mind': An
Exchange, New York Review of Books, Vol 45:9, Oct 9, 1997. It is like the Fats Waller quote about
Swing. Poetry ‘can communicate the actual quality of experience with a subtlety and precision
unapproachable by other means.’ F.R. Leavis, New Bearings in English Poetry, Penguin,
Harmondsworth, 1963, p19-20.
9
Robert B. Pierce, ‘Defining ‘Poetry’’, Philosophy and Literature, 27:1 2003, p151-2
10
The tools vary, some are general to literature, some distinctive to poetry (imagery, rhythm and meter).
‘The meaning of ‘poetry’ changed to become a tool that would help us in reading Bishop King's lament.
Thus a poem is a text that we read in a certain way, and we do so because we are rewarded for it . . .’
Pierce, 2003, p159.
11
David Antin, The Stranger at the Door, Genre, 1987.
12
Rainer Maria Rilke letter to Countess Margot Sizzo-Crouz, 1926, in The Modern Tradition, ed. Richard
Ellman and Charles Feidelson, Jr., New York: OUP, 1965, p155.
13
M H Abrams in ‘The Lyric as the Poetic Norm’ Chap 4 of The Mirror and the Lamp, 1953, notes that
the lyric was a trifle in renaissance times but evolved through three elements of poetics. Expressivity,
mimesis and moral usefulness. As the mimetic and didactic or improving aspect of poetry became less
important, the expressive aspect became more important - the artist became more important his/her
powers of imagination, of invoking the sublime, strong emotion. The notion of inspiration became
central. Short lyrics offer the best chance of concentrated energy and inspiration.
14
Jerome Rothenberg, ‘The Thwarting of Ends: An Interview‘ in Pre-Faces and other Writing, New
Directions, 1981, p223. He sees poetry not as elegant expression, but ‘newness of thought’. p223.
15
‘The poet is a teacher, a delighter (entertainer), and a creator (a subject takes on a new nature separate
and apart from the subject discussed). Such power enables the poet to surpass the philosopher and the
historian. Philosophers teach using argumentation and logic, which may only be understood by learned
men. Historians explain matters in terms of what happened rather than their consequences. The poet is a
more universal teacher. By using images and allegory, the poet reaches the common man.’ >
16
Puttenham continues, ‘Such as (by way of resemblance and reuerently) we may say of God: who
without any trauell to his diuine imagination, made all the world of nought, nor also by any paterne or
mould as the Platonicks with their Idees do phantastically suppose. Eu|en| so the very Poet makes and
contriues out of his owne braine both the verse and matter of his poeme, and not by any foreine copie or
example, as doth the translator, who therefore may well be sayd a versifier, but not a Poet. The premises
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considered, it giueth to the name and profession no smal dignitie and preheminence, aboue all other
artificers, Scientificke or Mechanicall.’ 1.1.1
http://utl1.library.utoronto.ca/disk1/www/documents/utel/rp/criticism/artofp_all.html. [DL 12.8.2001]
17
Shelley clarifies Sidney’s message, ‘§26:... but poets, or those who imagine and express the
indestructible order, are not only the authors of language and of music, of the dance, and architecture, and
statuary, and painting; they are the institutors of laws, and the founders of civil society, and the inventors
of the arts of life, and the teachers.’
18
Wolfgang Iser writes: ‘The more comprehensively a medium fulfils its socio-cultural function, the
more it is taken for granted, as literature once used to be. It did indeed fulfill several such functions,
ranging from entertainment through information and documentation to pastime, but these have now been
distributed among many independent institutions . . .’ Wolfgang Iser, The Fictive and the Imaginary:
Charting Literary Anthropology, Baltimore: Johns Hopkins UP, 1993, px.
19
Walter Ong, ‘The Ramus notion of poetry is highly quantitative and diagrammatic; it was built up in
terms of number’ or counting... [it] was really treated as part of rhetoric.’ Ramus, (1958) Octagon Books,
1974, p282. ‘This Renaissance view, at least as typical as Erasmus’, is noteworthy for the fact that it
orders not only poetic, but all linguistic training to strictly practical ends within the upper non-literary
curriculum... poetry was not commonly distinguished from rhetoric for the practical reason that it really
coincided with rhetoric as a means of inculcating a more than elementary knowledge of Latin.’ p283
20
Samuel Taylor Coleridge, Selected Poetry and Prose of Coleridge, Ed., Donald A. Stauffer, Modern
Library College Editions, U.S.A., 1951, p350. Charles Altieri warns, ‘Generalizing about a phenomenon
like poetry is possible if one is willing to rely on what seem stable expectations within certain
communities - in my case expectations within academic communities that worry about teaching and about
valuing lyric poetry. And at the centre of this discourse about expectations I think one can put a shareable
sense of what work poets do. Their concern for sound qualities for example separates them from
expectations we have about philosophers and lawyers who also pay careful attention to language.’ Charles
Altieri, ‘Taking Lyrics Literally: Teaching Poetry in a Prose Culture’, New Literary History, Vol 32.2,
2001, ft6
21
Pound posited a tripartite model for characteristics of poems using various techniques: Melopoeia –
words have a musical property which shape meaning; Phanopoeia - casting of images upon the visual
imagination; and Logopoeia – ’the dance of the intellect among words' It is the technical side of writing
poetry achieving a close relation between meaning and sound. The engine of a poem is rhythm – in
English a Germanic varied beat rather than classical scansion Melopoeia may be poems to be sung with a
tune; intoned or sung to a sort of chant; and spoken (by far the most common form now). Ranges from
description to complex symbols and use of metaphor, although in poetry it will specifically concern itself
with the latter; for the most simple and straightforward manner of describing something is prose. From
‘How to Read’. It is the literary context, irony or pedagogy, etymology and cultural history, in short
intellectual adventures. Pound never explained this satisfactorily, but it is meant to bring together the two
other categories.
22
From his introduction to The Wedge in The Collected Poems of William Carlos Williams, Vol. II, Ed.,
Christopher MacGowan, New York: New Directions, 1988, p54.
23
Paul Valéry, ‘Poetry and Abstract Thought’ in The Art of Poetry, trans. Denise Folliot, New York:
Vintage, 1961, p79. But his poetic state tended to the hermetic not opened out to the concrete daily world.
24
Michael Hoffman, ‘Not even the old rock’n’roll’, PBS Bulletin, 181, Summer 1999, p6.
25
Roy Harris certainly considers language as a social process and behaviour despite the title – Roy
Harris, The Language Machine, Ithaca, NY: Cornell UP, 1987.
26
Robert Bly, ‘Looking for Dragon Smoke’ in Naked Poetry: Recent American Poetry in Open Forms,
Eds., Stephen Berg & Robert Mezey, The Bobbs-Merrill Company, Inc., 1969, p163.
27
Jed Rasula. The American Poetry Wax Museum: Reality Effects, 1940-1990. National Council of
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28
Sanford Schwartz, The Matrix of Modernism: Pound, Eliot, and Early Twentieth Thought, Princeton:
Princeton UP, 1985, p71.
29
She quotes Pierce , 'By semiosis I mean, on the contrary, an action, or influence, which is, or involves,
a cooperation of three subjects, such as a sign, its object, and its interpretant; this tri-relative influence not
being in any way resolvable into actions between pairs . . .' Muriel Rukeyser, 'Poet, Poem, and Witness'
inThe Life of Poetry, Paris Press, 1996, p174.
30
Bahktin, ‘But something created is always created out of something given (language, an observed
phenomenon of reality, an experienced feeling, the speaking subject himself, something finalized in his
world view, and so forth). What is given is completely transformed in what is created.’ Speech Genres
and Other Late Essays, Trans. Vern W. McGee. University of Texas Press 1986, p119-120.
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But in vague terms such as 'an epitaph not attached to a tomb' (for 'Lines left upon a Seat in a YewTree'). The largest category of speech genre was speech addressed to strangers which Bialotosky claims,
'together they identify the public way as a sphere of communication with its own genres.' (p116) '[W]e
will need to learn to recognize that 'languages' in his [Bakhtin's] sense are distinguished ... by the beliefs
and evaluations they typically produce, by the contexts in which they are typically used, and by the
shapes of utterance in which they typically occur.' Don Bialotosky, ‘Wordsworth, genre, and the Lyrical
Ballads’ in Tilottama Rajan & Julia M. Wright, Eds., Romanticism, History, and the Possibilities of
Genre, Cambridge UP, 1998, p111. Todorov’s late essay ‘The Origin of Genres’ (1976) moves beyond
his earlier standard structuralist treatment to suggestively treat various speech acts as the prototypes of
literary forms - deriving different genres from different speech acts.
32
William Blake, Laocoon, c. 1820. William Blake's Laocoon, a last testament, Ed., Geoffrey Keynes,
Trianon Press for William Blake Trust, 1976.
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Marx and Engels, ‘Theses on Feuerbach’, in K. Marx and F. Engels, The German Ideology. New York.
International Publishers, 1974, p57.
34
‘Setting out to conceive children with superior mana by sleeping with British sailors, Hawaiian women
became agents of the spirit of capitalism in their society. Setting out to preserve structure and reduce
anomaly by killing a 'god' who was really Captain Cook, the Hawaiians put in motion a train of events
that ultimately brought down their gods, their chiefs, and their world as they knew it. To say that society
and history are products of human action is true, but only in a certain ironic sense. They are rarely the
products the actors themselves set out to make . . .To say that society and history are products of human
action is true, but only in a certain ironic sense. They are rarely the products the actors themselves set out
to make.’ Sheryy B. Ortner, ‘Theory and Anthropology Since the Sixties’ in Comparative Studies in
Society and History, Vol 26:1, 1984, p157.
35
Culler continues, ‘It is what it is by virtue of those relations, and its status does not change with
publication. if meaning changes later on, that is because it enters new relations with later texts: new works
which modify the literary system itself.’ Jonathan Culler, Structuralist Poetics, Cornell UP, 1975, p3.
36
Roland Barthes, ‘From Work to Text’ in Image/Music/Text, Ed. and trans. Stephen Heath. New York:
Hill, 1977, p157. A poem may be an energy source in a field but is not tied down in a structuralist sense
as a set of relations, system of signs, within a poem and to the outside, open to transformation, to other
versions, intertextual elements from other texts and a language and discourse the text is situated in.
37
‘The human being ‘has the word’; it is the way he makes known to himself his being, and the way in
which he sees himself placed in the midst of beings as a whole.... To be empowered with language --;
language, however, not merely as a means of asserting and communicating, which indeed it also is, but
language as that wherein the openness and conversance of world first of all bursts forth and is. Language,
therefore, originally and authentically occurs in poetry... -- however, not poetry in the sense of the work
of writers, but poetry as the proclamation of world in the invocation of god. But nowadays we see
language primarily from the point of view of what we call conversation and chitchat; conventional
philology is in accord with this.’ Martin Heidegger, Aristotle's Metaphysics, Bk. IX Ch.1-3: On the
Essence and Actuality of Force, trans. Walter Brogan and Peter Warnek, Bloomington, Ind.: Indiana UP,
1995, p109.
38
Muriel Rukeyser, The Life of Poetry, Paris Press, 1996, p174.
39
‘[I]nnumerable 'Lines left upon a Seat' and 'Stanzas written in Dejection', will indicate how little they
were accustomed to think in terms of literary kinds or even of complete poems. Coleridge and Shelley
were both fertile in the production of 'Fragments', for neither would write on when the original impulse
had died. With many of the minor Romantics, on the other hand, the Fragment became a conscious
exercise in the incomplete, in much the same fashion as ruined temples and crumbling hermitages were
erected in the landscape gardens of their grandfathers. The deliberate publication of a 'Fragment' would
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Sutherland, ‘A Preface To Eighteenth Century Poetry’, (1948)
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40
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P, 1982, p 327.
41
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but, like any other speech act, it is also itself a cultural event which participates in cultural reality,
reconstituting or reshaping that reality in the very act of reiterating its norms; and its capacity for
referential aberration, pointing in both directions, both inside and outside itself, draws attention to this
double action.’ Warwick Slinn, ‘Poetry and Culture: Performativity and Critique’, New Literary History
30:1, 1999, p66.
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Warwick Slinn, 1999, p71.
Often viewed from the point of view of the participants mutual self esteem, or ‘face.’ In the larger
scheme, Language is the primary means of constructing and maintaining social reality through everyday
conversation, not great works of literature. Speech-acts are at core, instrumental, that is, it is done in order
to do something but often shift purpose (A casual conversation shifts in moods and purposes, but this is
not considered in SA theory). The danger of this approach is that it preserves rational-actor model, one
Lakoff and Johnson (1999) argue is not a neutral description of the world but is based on complex
metaphors that entail implicit moral choices.
44
Traditionally, speech acts have been examined in terms of the ethical situation, the speaker’s
motivation and status (Intelligent? Expert?) and consequences of the act and the power dynamics.
Perspective-taking is one of the fundamental tasks of communication.44 In successful communication,
according to this view, at least one party takes the other's perspective, as a speaker's time, place, and
identity; as a speaker's conceptualisations; as a speaker's conversational agenda; or, as a speaker's
knowledge.
45
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Ithaca, N.Y., 1983, p77.
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subjects against their will. She gives the example of ‘Shame on you!’ as a speech act by which the parent
or teacher performatively confers shame, creating the situation (of social norms supposedly violated) to
which the utterance refers to. Eve Sedgwick, ‘Queer Performativity’ GLQ 1, 1993, p4. Judith Butler
examines performative speech acts imposed on others. She writes, ‘Performative acts are forms of
authoritative speech: most performatives, for instance, are statements which, in the uttering, also perform
a certain action and exercise binding power. Implicated in a network of authorisation and punishment,
performatives tend to include legal sentences, baptisms, inaugurations, declarations of ownership,
statements that not only perform an action but confer a binding power on the action performed.’ Judith
Butler, ibid, 1993, p235. This links in with Foucault’s insistence that knowledge is not neutral and
objective but intertwined with dispersed power. Power is not anchored in macrostructures or ruling
classes but within ‘multiple and mobile fields of force relations where far-reaching, but never completely
stable effects of domination are produced.' Power is dispersed, indeterminate, subjectless, and productive,
constituting individuals' bodies and identities plural, fragmentary, differentiated, indeterminate, and
historically and spatially specific. It operates through the hegemony of norms, political technologies, and
the shaping of the body and soul and is not necessarily repressive. In the History of Sexuality, Foucault
argues that power operates not through the repression of sex, but through the discursive production of
sexuality and subjects who have a ‘sexual nature’. Michel Foucault, History of Sexuality: An Introduction,
vol 1, Trans. Robert Hurley, Vintage, 1990.
49
‘A literary work is a discourse whose sentences lack the illocutionary forces that would normally attach
to them. Its illocutionary force is mimetic... a literary work purportedly imitates (or reports) a series of
speech acts, which in fact have no other existence.’ R. Ohmann, ‘Speech Acts and the Definition of
Literature’, Philosophy & Rhetoric, 4, 1971, p14.
50
R. Ohmann, 1971, p116f.
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Henryk Markiewicz ‘The Limits of Literature’, New Literary History, iv, 1972, p8.
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Warwick Slinn, 1999, p67.
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Roman Jacobsen, ‘What is Poetry?’ in Language in Literature, Ed K. Pomorska & S. Rudy, Harvard
UP, 1987, p378.
54
These work separately or in conjunction. See Paul Hernadi, Ed. What Is Literature? Bloomington:
Indiana UP, 1978.
55
Warwick Slinn, 1999, p66.
56
Materialist-historical readings: ‘minimise the poem's constitutive act, treating it reductively as mimetic
by suggesting that it leaves gaps in the supposed object of imitation (vagrants and industrial workers), and
that it reproduces eighteenth-century ideology about gender in relation to the language of description and
the language of complex ideas.’ Slinn, 1999, p66.
See, respectively, Marjorie Levinson, Wordsworth's Great Period Poems: Four Essays (Cambridge,
1986) and John Barrell, Poetry, Language and Politics (Manchester, 1989). Barrell's discussion focuses
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on the co-existence in the poem of the languages of natural description (naming sense objects) and
meditation (perceiving abstract principles); performatively, the poem could be said to enact the
interconnection of referential and constitutive utterance, but Barrell, despite observing that naming ‘halfcreates’ what we perceive, treats both languages ultimately as representational, referring to the language
of meditation as ‘a highly-articulated syntax which is descriptive, even mimetic of the operations of
reflection and meditation.’ p158.
57
‘For all good poets, epic as well as lyric, compose their beautiful poems not by art, but because they are
inspired and possessed. And as the Corybantian revellers when they dance are not in their right mind, so
the lyric poets are not in their right mind when they are composing their beautiful strains.’ Ion In fact
Janaway cites this passage and what follows, to argue Plato ‘emulates the flow of poetry’s language and
its profusion of images, but always on the border of cliché and with a hovering sense of irony and
ambiguity.’ He quotes Shelley: ‘Plato was essentially a poet.’ Christopher Janaway, Images of
Excellence: Plato's Critique of the Arts, OUP, 1995, p20.
58
Philosophers such as Kant, Schelling, Goethe, and Schiller (Kant stressed the ‘pure’ and disinterested
existence of the work of art); Schelling, the fusion of the universal with the particular in art; Goethe, art as
having existence as an independent organism (Aristotle explains work of art as organisms because they
imitate the reality of nature, classical sense of beauty as the sensuous embodiment of seemingly
intelligent design, proportion, form and regularity. Nature is an ideal for art, the two kinds of beauty are
comparable.); and Schiller, the all-importance of artistic form. In England, Coleridge and Carlyle picked
up some of these ideas; in America, Emerson and Poe; in France, Mme. de Stael, Victor Cousin, and
Theophile Jouffroy. Victor Cousin made use of the phrase l'art pour l'art in his 1818 lecture Du Vrai, du
beau, et du bien (pub. 1836); and the idea of "art for art" is implicit also in Hugo's Prefaces to Cromwell
(1827) and Hernani (1830). Theophile Gautier, who humorously but emphatically denied in the Preface to
Mademoiselle de Maupin (1835) that art could in any way be useful. See The New Princeton
Encyclopedia of Poetry and Poetics, Eds., Alex Preminger & T. V. F. Brogan. Two attitudes to the
aesthetic from the avant-garde in the recent past, that: 1. Aesthetic is inherently revolutionary - thinkers
like Marcuse believed this; or 2. Aesthetics is inherently anti-political. When we consider our present, this
position seems more accurate. But art is intentional, constituted of meanings requiring interpretation.
59
‘Student: Happy the land that needs a hero. Galileo: No. Unhappy the land that needs a hero.’ Bertolt
Brecht, Galileo, original German version titled ‘The Earth Moves’ was written in the autumn of 1938.
60
Schiller suggests that the poet is a special kind of intelligence in touch with nature, without which his
society will be divorced from the ‘truth’ of the world. Wordsworth and Shelley developed this idea of
poetic genius. Wordsworth talks of the heroic leader poet who ‘will lend his divine spirit to aid the
transfiguration’. Octavio Paz, ibid, p1.
61
This role is an ancient one which some contemporary poets aspire to. Alfred Kazin referring to an
interview with Alan Ginsberg suggests, ‘that we are all equally vessels of God's truth, but that only the
poet-as-prophet has the vision to yield up what is in him.’ The individual here becomes the vessel of a
vital experience. Alfred Kazin, intro to Writers at Work: the Paris Review Interviews, third series, Ed.
George Plimpton, New York: Viking Compass, 1968, px. Ioan Lewis compared the roles anthropologists
played in their own societies with the shamans they studied. Both groups mediate between their own
groups and other worlds in an effort to bring back ‘wisdom’. Ioan Lewis, Religion in Context: Cults and
Charisma, Cambridge: Cambridge UP, 1971. See also Ecstatic Religion: An Anthropological Study of
Spirit Possession and Shamanism, Harmondsworth: Penguin, 1982. Morton Bloomfield & Charles Dunn
in a discussion of Anglo Saxon poetry claims, ‘Wisdom is the root of all thinking about the universe
whether propositional or metaphorical.’ Morton Bloomfield & Charles Dunn, The Role of the Poet in
Early Societies, DS Brewer 1989, p108. Wisdom has two overlapping aspects, most basic is the rationale
of the universe by a culture; second – prudence, practical advice, principles for actions, conduct, we think
of the latter today, ‘It is the everyday philosophy inherited from previous generations.’ p111.
62
‘these poets, dedicated to poiesis, have entered the public realm and, to that extent, reclaimed the polis,
the place of speech and act, that Plato tied to abolish. Plato also tried to banish the poets, and with this,
the abolition of the polis, is a direct attack on the primitive, in the mythologos, as Olson says in ‘The
Maximus Poems’, on the shaman, on the trickster. Sherman Paul, In Search of the Primitive: Rereading
David Antin, Jerome Rothenberg and Gary Snyder, Louisana state UP, 1986, pviii.
63
‘Whitman cast out the old line, a new vernacular and natural measure. He employs the total language
attempting to talk of the whole world. Only rarely plays with space. The poet in Whitman points back to
shaman both a culmination of 19thC nature poetry and precursor of, in Gary Snyder’s words, ‘poetry as
an ecological survival technique’. Jerome Rothenberg and Pierre Joris Ed., Poems for the Millennium:
The University of California Book of Modern and Postmodern Poetry, Vol. 1: From Fin-de-Siècle to
Negritude, Berkeley: U of California P, 1995, p30.
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Gary Snyder attacks poets who claim, ‘the primacy of language and the primacy of poetry. They have
virtually made a religion of their art, a religion based not what they have in common with other people,
but on what they do that sets them apart.’ Snyder, The Practice of the Wild: Essays, San Francisco, North
Point Press, 1990, p7.
65
Gary Snyder, Myths and Texts, (1960) New Directions, 1978, p19.
66
Joseph Campbell, The Hero with a Thousand Faces, Princeton: Princeton UP, 1973.
67
John Dewey, ‘Art as Experience’ in Boydston Ed., The Later Works, vol10, Carbondale: Southern
Illinois UP, 1986, p350. For Dewey such work came form the nature of the aesthetic experience and
work, the poiēsis. The aesthetic is continuous with the everyday; it is a verb not a noun, part of the
activity of an organism interacting with its environment.
68
Raine Maria Rilke letter of 13.11.1925, quoted by Martin Heidegger, ‘What are poets for?’, in Poetry,
Language, Thought, ibid, p134.
69
‘To be a poet in Britain in the 18th century, was to run a risk of bipolar disorder 10 to 30 times the
national average, suicide five times the national average, and incarceration in the madhouse at least 20
times the national average.’ Daniel Nettle, Strong Imagination: Madness, Creativity and Human Nature,
OUP, 2001. During one psychotic episode, Lowell believed he'd written ‘Lycidas’. John Clare thought he
was Byron and wrote poems he titles ‘Child Harold’ and ‘Don Juan.’ An American psychotherapist Kay
Redfield Jamison surveyed nearly 50 living poets, writers and visual artists, and as many as 38% had
received treatment for a mood disorder. Poets and playwrights suffered most, but novelists, and even
biographers, were close behind. Kay Redfield Jamison, Touched with Fire: Manic-Depressive Illness and
the Artistic Temperament, Simon and Schuster, 2001. See also Nigel Spivey, Enduring Creation: Art,
Pain and Fortitude, Thames & Hudson, 2001. However claims by Katz that creativity is linked to
particular brain activity have not been confirmed. Albert N. Katz, Creativity and individual differences in
asymmetrical cerebral hemispheric functioning.’ Empirical Studies of the Arts, Vol 1:1,1983, 1:1, 3-16.
Katz tested two groups ‘highly creative participants’ and less creative a series of creativity tests and
control cognitive tests and tasks that engaged left or right cerebral hemispheres. Creative subjects used
the right hemisphere more and segregated verbal functions more to the left hemisphere. [I would expect
this not to apply to poets]. Katz claimed to predict creativity level on the basis of hemispheric task
performance.
70
‘Aesthetic terms are used... simply to express certain feelings and to evoke certain responses.’ Is how A
J Ayer put the position of a positivist seeking certainty three hundred years after Descartes. A .J. Ayer,
Language, Truth and Logic, (1936) Dover, 1946, p170. This was the high water mark of logical
positivism’s spread and in the same, year Auden’s collection Look Stranger, David Gascoyne’s
surrealistic collection Man’s Life is This Meat, and Stevens, ‘The Man with a Blue Guitar’ were
published. J. L. Austin attacked A.J. Ayer’s claims and Derrida was sympathetic to Austin’s concern with
the complexities of meaning. Stanley Cavell writes, ‘[I]n a sense, to write your own words, to write your
own inner voice, is philosophy. But the discipline most opposed to writing, and to life, is analytic
philosophy.’ Quoted by Giovanna Borradori's The American Philosopher, U of Chicago, 1994, p126f.
71
‘Poeticity is present when the word is felt as a word and not a mere representation of the object being
named or an outburst of emotion, when words and their composition, their meaning, their external and
inner form, acquire a weight and value of their own instead of referring indifferently to reality.’ Roman
Jacobsen, ‘What is Poetry?’ in Language in Literature, Ed K. Pomorska & S. Rudy, Harvard UP, 1987,
p378. His essentialist linguistic separation of metaphor and metonymy, similarity and contiguity, the
paradigmatic / syntagmatic axis, and the hypothesis that poetry was more metaphorical and prose more
metonymical have ebbed with the new paradigms, eg conceptual blending.
72
Charles Bernstein, Artifice of Absorption, Paper Air 1987 Singing Horse Press, P6. He notes that
Forrest-Thomson describes ‘nonsemantic’ effects as contributing towards the total image (meaning)
complex [a Poundian concept] the node where multitude of thematic, rhythmical and formal patterns is
important and provides a sense of structure. Bernstein goes further, saying line breaks, acoustic patterns,
syntax etc are meaningful, rather than contribute to the meaning. See Charles Bernstein, A Poetics,
Harvard UP, 1992. He uses the ungainly term anti-absorption for impermeability, a surface repellence that
jolts the reader into the text as text, as not a window onto the world but part of it. He writes, ‘‘Artifice’ is
a measure of a poem’s intractability to being read as the sum of its devices & subject matters.’ He is in
this sense anti-formalist, ‘I imagine poetry, impossibly - I know others won't share this view - as that
which can't be contained by any set of formal qualities while, in contrast, one might be able to read novels
or letters or scientific treatises...as sorts of formally fixed genres of poetry.’ p151. One argument I would
offer in response is that the lyric is only one dimension of the diverse world of poetry. Cognitive
linguistics itself was a reaction to Noam Chomsky's formalistic, ahistorical and rationalist view of
language.
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Richard D. Cureton, ‘Helen Vendler and the Music of Poetry’, Versification: an interdisciplinary
journal of literary prosody Vol 1:1, March 1997.
74
Pratt argues that for the formalist Roman Jacobsen, ‘Poeticity is a matter of degree, depending on the
extent to which poetic function participates in the grammatical and lexical organisation of the message.’
Mary Louise Pratt, in Toward a Speech-Act Theory of Literary Discourse, Indiana UP, 1977, p32. She
also cites attacks by M.K. Halliday and Michael Riffaterre on poetics’ ability to provide relevant criterion
for poetic analysis. See p76-7.
75
Ezra Pound, ‘The Serious Artist’ in Literary Essays of Ezra Pound, Ed. T. S. Eliot, New York: New
Directions, 1968, p44.
76
For example, Michael Duran writes, ‘An essential condition of poetic language is therefore its lack of
naiveté, its constant self-consciousness. When we speak in everyday life about trivial matters, we do so
with a minimum of respect for language.’ ‘Inside the Glass Cage: Poetry and ‘normal’ Language’, New
Literary History, iv, 1972, p67. Henryk Markiewicz notes, ‘the poetic function is manifested when an
utterance is ordered additionally in a way which cannot be justified by the usual requirements of linguistic
communication.’ ‘The Limits of Literature’, New Literary History, iv, 1972, p8. See Marjorie Perloff,
Wittgenstein's Ladder: Poetic Language and the Strangeness of the Ordinary, U of Chicago P, 1996,
p251.
77
Steele claims formalist poems can nourish a love of nature, an enthusiasm for justice, a readiness of
good humour, a spontaneous susceptibility to beauty and joy, an interest in our past, a hope for our future,
and, above all, a desire that others should have the opportunity and encouragement to share these
qualities. Elliot Weinberger, ‘What was Formalism?’, Jacket 6. See Timothy Steele, ‘Tradition and
Revolution: the modern movement and free verse’ in Frederick Feirstein Ed., Expansive Poetry, Story
Press, 1989.
78
Frederic Turner, Natural Classicism: Essays on Literature and Science, Charlottesville: UP of Virginia,
1992. In one of the essays, ‘The Neural Lyre’, he suggests that the line was developed to match to the
ability of the human ear to retain meaning, or that of a variety of prosodists who've seen it is as a means
of showing (and controlling meter).
79
Reuven Tsur’s ambitious project is to 'bridge the apparently hopeless gap between human values and
the stylistic and poetic devices that otherwise would be considered trivial from the human point of view.'
What Is Cognitive Poetics? Katz Research Institute for Hebrew Literature, 1983, p19. David Miall calls
for ‘[A] new formalism: one built not on the outmoded approach of the New Critics that forebade asking
about the reader (the so-called "affective fallacy"), but one founded on a better understanding of the
psychological processes at issue in literary reading - and this means carrying out empirical study of
readers and the reading process.’ David S. Miall, 'Towards an ecology of literary reading', 1997,
http://www.quasar.ualberta.ca/cpin/cpinfolder/papers/miall.htm [DL 2.5.2000] This approach uses
empirical evidence and theoretical models from phonetics, linguistics and psychology to investigate and
try and quantify this hypothesised qualitative difference. David Miall wants to reinvigorate readerresponse criticism using empirical neuropsychological evidence emerging from work by Antonio
Damasio and others to explore the effects of literary foregrounding and other anticipatory elements of the
reading process in terms of affective anticipation (via interconnectiosn between the prefrontal cortex and
the limbic system). ‘Anticipation and Feeling in Literary Response: A Neuropsychological Perspective’,
Poetics 23, 1995, p275-98. He notes that literary discussion debates political, social, and gender issues
which are of ‘value’ but that we are ‘in danger of overlooking some of the more salient and long-standing
functions that literature performs in human culture, especially its power to defamiliarize and as a result to
assist readers to reflect on and reshape their cultural identity.’ Johan Hoorn explores ‘psychophysiology
and literary processing’ and argues for the ‘deviation’ effects of poetic language theorized by formalist
critics, through measuring event-related potentials with EEG (electroencephalogram) recordings.
‘Psychophysiology and Literary Processing: ERP's to Semantic and Phonetic Deviations in Reading
Small Verses’ in Roger J. Kreuz & Mary Sue MacNealy, Eds., Empirical Approaches to Literature and
Aesthetics, Norwood, NJ: Ablex, 1996, p339-58.
80
They reveal what he calls the ‘poetic structure of mind’, The Poetics of mind: Figurative thought,
language, and understanding, Cambridge UP, 1994, p1. He cites his own empirical research by
measuring total time of understanding a passage and eye movements that measured the total time taken to
understand a passage. He discovered that metaphors are comprehended just as quickly as literal sentences.
(p100) He claims ‘cognitive science cannot approach adequate explanations of human mind and
behaviour until it comes to terms with the fundamental poetic character of everyday thought.’(p454). He
also (in Chap 7) argues metonymy as essential cognitive process. Dan Sperber and Wilson also note, ‘In
order to interpret a metaphor, we do not need to perform any special cognitive relations, but simply search
our existing knowledge for the context in which the metaphorical expression will achieve maximum
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relevance.’ Dan Sperber & Deirdre Wilson, Relevance. Communication and Cognition. Oxford: Basil
Blackwell 1986. Mark Turner and Gilles Fauconnier state, ‘For the most part, conceptual integration is a
routine, workaday process that escapes detection except on technical analysis. It is not reserved for
special purposes, and it is not costly.’ in ‘A Mechanism of Creativity’, Poetics Today Vol 20:3, 1999,
p397.
Expectations created by communication itself play a major role in utterance interpretation and are
constitutive of this process. They work at a level below Grice, and his conversational ethics – ‘observance
of which is regarded as providing standards of rational discourse.’ Paul Grice, Studies in the Way of
Words. Cambridge, Mass./London, England: Harvard UP, 1989, p368. They argue interpretation is
primarily a cognitive phenomenon dependant on how information is processed. Mark Turner has
developed his position on pervasiveness of ‘poetic’ figures in many areas of mental functioning. (Turner
& Lakoff, More than Cool Reason: A Field Guide to Poetic Metaphor, 1989, p3) to argue that ‘literary
modes’ like metaphor, story-telling, and parable are not ornamental but fundamental to normal cognitive
processes and everyday language. Mark Turner, The Literary Mind, OUP, 1996, pv. There are still
defenders of literal meaning, eg Marcelo Dascal, ‘Defending Literal Meaning’, Cognitive Science, 11,
1987, p259-281.
81
George Lakoff and Mark Turner, 1989.
82
George Lakoff and Mark Turner, Preface, 1989.
83
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Chapter 9 The Poet, the Poem, the Poetry

9.1

Practice/Discourse

9.2

The Poem Art(e)fact

At the heart of most poems and poetic forms are speech-acts, but also, increasingly, material
practice. Poems are artefacts informed by poetic practice and discourse.

9.1

Practice/Discourse
‘If someone came up to you and started talking a poem at you how would you know it
was a poem?’
David Antin1

In Nichomachean Ethics, Aristotle distinguished poiesis (productive activity), where the end is
apart from the activity itself, and praxis (practice), where the activity itself is the end - ‘praxis
and poiesis are generically different . . . production has an end other than itself, but action does
not . . . [Rather] action is itself an end.’ (Bk 6, NE 1140b). Many of the arts, such as dancing
and music, are praxis. Aristotle views poiesis as occurring only when it achieves some result or
product. Practices are habits, routines, processes, and skills - i.e. recurrent patterns of action that
effectively accomplish certain objectives with little or no thought. Practices are sets or norms of
techne and have similar features:
‘Practices are learned by doing and by involvement with people who already embody
them; they cannot be learnt by “applying” mental or descriptive knowledge.’
Charles Spinoza2

Speech-acts require social institutions to have meaning. A poem requires a poet (even
computerised, or I-Ching, generated poems are created), and a social context. Practice
(pratique) is one of Pierre Bourdieu’s trilogy of fundamental concepts, along with habitus and
field (champ). His structuralism was tempered by the realisation that actors' subjective meanings
are important and affected the overall meaning.3 My notion of practice derives from a sense of
knowledge as produced through interaction with the world; and through extelligence and
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scaffolding. However, practice is also performative, creative, and open ended;4 and practice
theory offers a dynamic, and agent-centred explanatory approach, to social activities (which
poetry definitely is) - more so than ‘structures’, ‘systems’, or the ‘life world’.5 Sherry Ortner
champions an action-oriented anthropology,6 a practice theory of daily ordinary rituals,
behaviour, and communal events. Bourdieu's theory of social practice views the belief in
institutions and their reality, meanings, and values as a strong driving force behind social action
– the way a game produces its own reality and meaning.
Poetry can be a close or distant part of the literary game – a poet’s belief in the game makes this
real and significant; the poet becomes a playing agent inside the game's context. An utterance,
to be heard as poetry, usually has formal properties, and an ascribed status of ‘poetry’, which
requires an ascribed status of poet, (if not the reciter, the originator).7 There is no rule for
writing poetry; after all, language is essentially poetic. Modernist poetic discourses permit any
stringing-of-words-together to be counted as a poem, if understood to be operating within a
particular practice/discourse. David Bloor asks, ‘[W]hen is someone writing words, or stringing
words together in their head, composing a poem, i.e. being a poet? There is a distinction
between genuinely following a rule and merely behaving and conforming to the rule.’8 Bloor
argues, ‘rule-following has a dual nature’, a certain tendency to act (dispositions), and ‘verbal
glossing practices’ (‘ongoing shared verbal commentary, criticism, and evaluation’), which are
sanctioned, and modify our individual dispositions in line with communal expectations.9
In the mid-sixties, Antin and Rothenberg wrote, ‘For surely, it should be clear by now that
poetry is less literature than a process of thought & feeling & the arrangement of that into
affective utterances. The conditions these definitions meet are conditions of poetry.’10 The
poem, whether oral or performing off the page, energises speech acts.
‘[J]ust as surely as discourse shapes bodily experience and social interactions shape
the material structures of the brain, the embodied brain shapes discourse.’
Shakespeare's Brain, Mary Thomas Crane 11

Derrida, and other theorists, downplay the embodied experiential and performative aspects of
writing. Stanton Garner complains of ‘scriptocentrism’, a ‘current of antitheatricality that runs
through much poststructuralist criticism,’ which Crane argues is based on the supposition that,
‘a theatrical performance consists only in what it means or represents, ignoring important
aspects of embodied performance.’12 This goes way back to Plato; Parker and Sedgwick have
pointed out the politics of Austin's verb (‘etiolate’ - to weaken, to make pale and sickly):
‘What's so surprising, in a thinker otherwise strongly resistant to moralism, is to discover the
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pervasiveness with which the excluded theatrical is hereby linked with the perverted, the
artificial, the unnatural, the abnormal, the decadent, the effete, the diseased.’13 The oral-literate
debate shows our literate bias towards language as object. (Appendix 5) Warwick Slinn notes
how, ‘Some contexts even suggest a shift in metaphor from the post-structuralist world as text
to the post-theatrical world as performance.’14 Performance is play, which runs through human
behaviour, despite adult disciplining. Performance is also intentional; it aims to be
transformational or ‘effective.’15
Literate societies are losing music and performance because, as Artaud says, at the start of
‘Theatre and Cruelty’, ‘We have lost the idea of theatre.’16 The opening of theatre to
performance leads away the literary text and helps us assess the affect and effect of Aboriginal
song.17 Schechner has advocated expanding Performance Studies beyond Western traditions and
dramatic literature: ‘studying it [performance] not only as art, but as a means of understanding
historical, social, and cultural processes.18 Josette Féral, distinguishes performativity (‘at the
heart of what makes any performance unique each time it is performed’) from theatricality
(‘what makes it recognizable and meaningful within a certain set of references and codes.’) –
both exist co-dependently.19 Even a ‘page poet’ is performative and theatrical. From this
position of performative embodied action, we can look at an expanded everyday aesthetics to
escape, what Barbara Kirshenblatt-Gimblett calls, ‘art world jails.20 Art must be concerned with
the art of living.
Art is play, experiment, and creative fun, though play is not a necessary or sufficient condition
for art (games are play and some art/craft would not normally be considered play). Such a
notion of play does not undermine art’s seriousness, and a sense of art as a revelation of reality.
‘Man is only truly human when he plays,’ claimed Schiller, which Colin Falck concludes ‘thereby also suggesting a foundation for a new non-instrumental and non-theoretical
understanding not only of art but human life as a whole.’21 Play is a complex concept that flows
across disciplines.22 If poetry (as with play) defines itself in the process of unfolding, of
embodied enactment, this works against formalist notions of poetry. Play is activity framed as
play, as Gregory Bateson argued: 'play' becomes 'play' when the action in that sphere is
interpreted through the frame of 'play'. 23
The cognitive feature of ‘scaffolding’ also occurs at the level of discourse. Eliot supported ‘the
conception of poetry as a living whole of all the poetry that has ever been written.’ The Canon:
‘is modified by the introduction of the new work of art among them.’24 Eliot denies that
tradition is a chain, which original artists must escape, and I would term tradition as a
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scaffolding, which artists use, even if to rebel against - part of the process of poetry practice.
Such scaffolding enables the practice of poetry.
Robert Duncan saw poets as part of the Great Chain of Being metaphor, whereas Charles
Bernstein dismisses such a notion, stating that poetry is ‘a practice... of words and syntax.’25
Poets use techne, but a practice is more than embodied skills and habits, which are, as
MacIntyre puts it, ‘ingredients of practice’. Seeing poetry as a set of practices, rather than a
fixed history, or Harold Bloom’s Canon, opens up possibilities of reading and writing.26 Poetry
is deconstruction in that a poem can be separated from its poet; poems play with conventions
and ideologies of discourse, often showing dissatisfaction with predecessors.27
This discursiveness and discourse reliance is apparent in even the smallest poem. A traditional
haiku, for example, expects its audience to bring to the readings a variety of knowledge,
including:
1. pragmatic knowledge of the context, such as time, place, customs, life, and so on;
2. folk models, which originate from myth and folk beliefs about the conceptualisation of
existing things;
3. conventional metaphors, in George Lakoff and Mark Johnson's sense, which have been
conventionalized in a given speech community over time, and which a poet exploits in
non-conventional ways; and
4. the iconicity of kanji, Chinese ideograms, which link form and meaning, particularly
with regard to their etymological derivation, and thereby serve as a cognitive medium
for haiku texts.28
Poems are surprising artefacts, which utilise dynamic cognitive fluidity to provide cognitive
opportunity. Most poems may be speech-acts, but they elude accountability - as Shelley
observed: ‘§283 Poetry is not like reasoning, a power to be exerted according to the
determination of the will. A man cannot say, “I will compose poetry”.’

9.2

The Poem Art(e)fact

I argue that we create worlds from texts, but what is more surprising is that the same applies for
perception, and cognition generally. Meaning is dynamic and personal, not locked inside a text,
and outside the individual reader. (Chapter 6.3) Stanley Fish attacks Formalist approaches for
being rooted in empiricism and positivism, which, ‘deny to man the most remarkable of his
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abilities, the ability to give the world meaning rather than to extract a meaning that is already
there.’29 In The Range of Interpretation, Wolfgang Iser describes the interpretive act as a form
of translation in which what is basic and unavailable to us becomes, ‘a productive mapping of
ever new territories.’ These territories are not firm ground. Like reading, interpretation is to be
understood as performance rather than explication.’30 This insight transfers to psychology;
Jerome Bruner quotes Iser, 'literary texts initiate “performances” of meaning rather than actually
formulating meanings themselves.'31 John Shotter, in turn, uses Bruner to emphasise the daily
psychology of how we co-create in everyday life.32
There is a further step to take - orientation to the general environment as well. A dynamic,
ecological sense of ongoing activity can head anywhere, including the poem (Muriel Rukeyser,
uses Charles Pierce’s semiology33). A poem has been seen as an autopoietic ecosystem, as has
the larger community of literary discourse.34 The term ‘ecology’ has been used in terms of a
poem’s relations with itself, or literature in general, by a number of writers: Joseph Meeker
(who introduced the term ‘literary ecology’);35 William Paulson (whose notion of a poem as
autopoietic parallels Bahktin’s thought, enriching an ecological sense of poetry);36 A. D.
Hope;37 Franco Moretti;38 and Michael Branch.39 However, such an analysis could be developed
for any process. William Rueckert uses ecology as metaphor for human poiesis, viewing the
poem as 'stored energy' that is released, and 'recycled'40 – but his analogy of writer-reader as a
cybernetic ecosystem adds little to the work of lser or Norman Holland, while missing vital
parts of the enterprise - poetic impulse, and intentionality.41
‘The subject is not dead. The author has not disappeared. Rather, the new things we are
learning [through cognitive science] about the mind confirm reader-response theory.
The uniqueness of you and of me plays a big part in how we write and how we read
books. That is one reason, maybe the main reason, I'm a reader-response critic.’
Norman Holland 42

Voloshinov emphasised language to be dialogical activity in a dynamic process of interaction
between speakers. Instrumental and expressive theories of the literary tend to isolate individual
utterance from their social structures, creativity, and referential functions.43 Bakhtin's
endorsement of literary prose as dialogic, especially Dostoevsky's, was specifically in
opposition to poetry and the epic.44 This was a mistake - poetry is not a monologic genre, but
Bahktin had a very monolithic sense of poetry, in terms of a lyric unity: ‘a tension-filled unity
of language is achieved in the poetic work.’45 He mistakenly argued that poetry was monologic,
which according to Michael Eskin, ‘exemplifies the heuristic and cognitive productivity of an
author’s presumed “blindness” with regard to the results and implications of his or her own
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argument.’ 46 Michael Davidson applies Bahktin’s concepts to poetry to dissolve the aporia of
poetry as either, expressive – ‘poetry exists to reflect the poet’s mind as he or she comes to grip
with political and social contradictions,’ or, formalist – ‘sees poetic language as the site, not the
reflection, of ideology... to foreground language in its systemic or material form is to expose the
material basis of human interaction.’47
The danger of much modern theory is that the reader is made passive again, and the poet a
mechanical poietike, reviving dogmas of New Criticism that warn against reading meaning
through the author (‘intentional fallacy’), or the reader (‘affective fallacy’). If one considers a
poem an event, rather than an object, a poem does not mean, but happens. The reader or critic is
part of the event, not an interpreter, but a performer – usually of some intensity, because of their
interest for themselves, and possible communication of this to others. To model the reading of a
poem does not require positing an author (to which the reader attributes beliefs), or to posit an
inner-reader to whom meanings are revealed (or constructed).
Appendix 10

The Strange Existence of Texts

Some poems require knowledge of the discourse of poetry to be recognised as poetry (contra
Jakobson - in this sense, they are what Searle calls, ‘social facts’).48 Some poems require
sincerity and curiosity, and an openness to doubt (Keats’ ‘Negative Capability’: ‘uncertainties,
mysteries, doubts, without any irritable reaching after fact and reason’).49 Poets write poetry
within the practice of writing poetry, but there’s always a creative innovative dimension, even
within strict traditional forms. This is important because the notion of scaffolding is to extend
cognition, and formal developments during the last 100 years, which help objectify the poem
(Susanne Langer50). The notion of poem-as-artefact suits the lyric poem, the focus of New
Criticism. A sonnet, carefully honed over many drafts, may make an argument within the poem;
but the poem has to make the argument - on its own. It is the poem, not the poet, one listens to.51
Whether a text is called a poem is a cultural matter, but its autonomous artefactual nature fits
with Walter Ong’s characterisation of literacy. As Mary Poovey notes, ‘In the complex cultural
process by which ‘literature’ was gradually separated from other kinds of writing and from an
entire spectrum of human activities of which it had once been considered a part . . . the literary
work was gradually conceptualised as ‘autonomous’ – as separate from the writer who
composed it, the publisher who printed it, and the reader who reads it.’52 There are constraints as
to what is called art at any particular time, by any particular community; an aesthetic attitude
has to be nurtured around the arts practice.53 Reception theory highlights the active role of the
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reader – so if a poem is an artefact, it is an idiosyncratically ecological one, depending on active
relations for the poem to emerge from sound waves, or ink marks on paper.
A fundamental formalist conception is that a work of art is autotelic and unified by its form,
which makes it a work of art. Formalism emphasises the materiality and artefactuality, which
other approaches miss, and favours functional explanations of art.54 Functional theories are of
more interest for understanding art’s importance. Kant argued that the mechanical or academic
cannot constitute the essential condition of art, with an implication that art cannot be taught or
learnt; this leaves the explanation of art to genius.55 Aristotle’s response to Plato’s attack on
poetic mimesis was the notion of a closed tight form, which evolved in the course of
Romanticism to organic theory. In the late Renaissance a fusion of the Horatian and Aristotelian
poetics occurred with a belief in both craft and inspiration. Both identify unity as key criterion
for literary quality – in addition to the Classical emphasis on being, space and permanence. The
adaptation of Kant by Schiller in Letters on the Aesthetic Education of Man, and by the
Schlegels, Schelling, and Fichte led to Coleridge and his organic idea of unity. Subsequent to
Romanticism and collagist modernism, New Criticism resurrected the notion of unity.56 This
was a reaction to modernism, collagist and extended form. The New Critics, Brooks and
Warren, were interested in the artefact of the poem, working on its own terms, and while using
organic tropes (‘it is not a mechanical relationship’57), were not interested in its larger
significance to the world. Jerome McGann criticises both New Criticism and Deconstruction for
formalising, ‘the status of the “isolated” work of art.’58 Poems are more than literary fictions;
they are catalysts of the imagination. Murray Kreiger views poems as countering the mass of
instrumental texts filling the world, offering an ‘aesthetic as a way of reading; of permitting nay, encouraging - unexpected things to happen as we read the text before us.’59 Using examples
from Homer to Ashbery, he suggests that poets’ use of the plasticity of language is an attempt to
make poems become material objects themselves.60
Claude Gandelman resurrects the ancient distinction from the visual arts between hyle, matter
itself, and morphe, the form imposed upon it. Emphasis on the former (heavy brush strokes in a
painting, an elitist lexicon, or abstruse syntax in a poem) emphasise the material process of
poesies, and the painting or poem as an artefact.61 Hyle works in collage: pasting newspaper
clippings within the literary text (Dos Passos), or pasting together bits of conversation heard on
the street, as in poem-conversations of Apollinaire (or Blackburn).’62 Michael Davidson
suggests a material intertextuality, ‘If we think of poetry as a palimtext, rather than a verbal icon
or objective correlative, we are faced with a writing that displays its formations in other
writings.’63 LIP poets follow this through emphasis on the materiality of the word. Richard
Lanham cites this as a way of distinguishing poetry from prose: ‘To print written utterance as
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prose amounts, in our time, to a fundamental stylistic decision. In prose we expect not only a
particular range of topics but a transparent style to express them clearly . . . We expect to look
through prose, to the subject beneath, but at poetry where the language forms part of the
subject.’64 However, Nicholas Zurbrugg attacks the notion that experimental poetry is made by
poets, ‘exclusively concerned with the nature of language . . . [this] distinction seems to neglect
. . . experimental motivations, and the existential preoccupations for avant-garde poetry.’65 In
his Poetics, Charles Bernstein uses the term ‘absorption’ for texts that absorb vocabulary,
syntax, and reference, which realism depends on. He writes, ‘Rather than making the language
as transparent as possible... the movement is towards opacity/denseness, the materiality of
language but not a symbolist’s hidden reality.’66 ‘Anti-absorption’ is impermeability, repellence
which jolts the reader, an impulse typical of ‘innovative poetries’ reacting against mainstream
lyric, and ‘workshop’ poems. Bernstein insists the text not only looks out onto world but also is
part of it.
Don Byrd suggests that to read a poem is to enter, ‘a community in which author, reader, text,
other authors, readers, texts, and other things of every conceivable kind are constantly
interacting physically and logically, valuing, mutually impinging, and so forth, and this totality
is categorically different from the information which it helps to make manifest.’67 A speech-act
has similar ecologies.
‘Instead of thinking of the poem as something that moves around being variously
interpreted, read aloud, published in different forms, and generally provoking distinct
interpretations, we might be better to think of it as a large heteroclite entity, that mixes
texts, people, performances, memories, and other possible affinities, in a process that
engages many people, perhaps only briefly, over a long period of time, whose
outcomes are usually hard to see, and which has no clear boundaries, not the page, the
reading, the critical study.’
Peter Middleton 68

A 'text' is not a 'material thing', but as Jerome McGann puts it, ‘a material event or set of events,
a point in time (or a moment in space) wherein certain communicative interchanges are being
practiced.’69 A poem cannot be paraphrased, is not one argument or statement, and different
people understand the same poem in various ways, and the same person, at different times.
Randall Jarrell argued that our habit of regarding a poem as a spatial unit results in us failing to
realise that a poem is, ‘completely temporal, about as static as an explosion. There are no things
in a poem, only processes.’ He opposed contemporary New Critics who believed that the poet,
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‘imposes unity on his variety, form on his matter, just as mind imposes order on the universe’ citing Blake: ‘Unity and Morality are secondary considerations in poetry.’70
Alfred Gell’s anthropological theory of art avoids Western notions of aesthetics, concentrating
on the social properties of the art object which in certain contexts, substitutes for persons
mediating social agency.71 Gell argues art is a form of instrumental action - poeitike - making
things, as a means of influencing the thoughts and actions of others, and that the art object
embodies complex intentionalities, and mediate social agency. This parallels speech-act theory.
Gell talked of an ‘art-nexus’, an interaction between artist, index, prototype and recipient.72 He
concentrated on visual arts, but accuses ethnographers of ignoring acoustic environments – a
‘methodological deafness’.73 This connects to Merleau-Ponty’s notion of ‘reversibility’, the
reciprocal interactivity between the perceiver and the visible (in The Visible and the Invisible).
Perception is embodied; meanings emerge as participants/players engage, and become engaged
within, the dramaturgical dynamic of forms of life.
The art object has become part of the capitalist system of exchange (primarily the visual arts).
Boisvert points out that: ‘The developments of capitalism, nationalism, and imperialism have
been powerful vectors in constituting art ‘objects’ as possessions whose value can be calculated
in monetary terms, in terms of national pride, or of cultural and military superiority.’74 LIP poets
work against this cultural hegemony. Lynn Keller writes, ‘Today's radically experimental
poetries... offer particularly dramatic challenges to the commodified, formulaic, and
disinformational language that is all around us . . . in which meaning is constantly set in motion,
opens possibilities for new ways of thinking about gender (and about a great many other things
as well).’75 Any poem resists commodification, partly because of lack of scarcity value in
mechanical reproduction, and partly because a poem is a speech / act / practice responding (each
time it is ‘activated’) to Plato’s attacks.
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Chapter 9

1

David Antin, epigraph to ‘November Exercises’, Selected Poems: 1963-1973 Sun & Moon Press, 1973.
Bob Perelman echoes the question, ‘[H]ow would a talk-poet draw the line between introductory patter
and the performance itself?’ Bob Perelman, ‘Speech Effects the talk as a genre’ in Charles Bernstein Ed,
Close Listening: Poetry and the Performed Word, OUP, 1998, p205.
2
Charles Spinoza, Fernando Flores & Hubert Dreyfus, Disclosing New Worlds, MIT Press, 1997, p311.
3
He did not, however, subscribe to the illusion the self has, of autonomy and free choice. ‘Bourdieu's
primary intention is to expose this illusion [of being autonomous], dismantle its founding mechanism, and
subvert the surrounding beliefs it creates. This is what makes this enterprise intolerable to the devotees of
obedience.’ Jacques Dubois, ‘Pierre Bourdieu and Literature’, SubStance 29.3, 2000, p 85. His position
follows Ludwig Wittgenstein, who thought that, when we follow a rule, we do so ‘blindly’ (Philosophical
Investigations S219). Michel Foucault, Anthony Giddens, and Charles Taylor, all in different ways, write
about practice under this principle.
4
Sherry Ortner claims Practice theory, ‘seeks to explain the relationship(s) that obtain between human
action, on the one hand, and some global entity which we call 'the system' on the other.’ ‘Theory and
Anthropology Since the Sixties’ in Comparative Studies in Society and History, V26:1, 1984, p148. This
moves away from the interests of this thesis. Fred Newman and Lois Holzman note, ‘The human capacity
to perform, that is to be both who we are and who we are not at the very same time, is central to our
practice. Performance is, we have come to believe, the revolutionary activity by which human beings
create their lives (develop) - qualitatively transforming and continuously reshaping the unity that is usand-our environment.’ Fred Newman and Lois Holzman, ‘The relevance of Marx to therapeutics in the
21st century’, Theory & Psychology 1999 Vol. 9:3, p417-426.
5
Practice theory still faces problems (which Ingold tackles) of explaining complex activities and
recurrent practices without completely explicit knowledge of what practioners are doing. Turner argues
that the concept of ‘practice/s’ are ‘a relic of a defunct scientific rhetoric’ and do not provide an adequate
basis for empirically significant explanations. Stephen Turner, The Social Theory of Practices: Tradition,
Tacit Knowledge, and Presuppositions, U of Chicago P, 1994, p53.
6
It was heavily influenced by Pierre Bourdieu‘s Outline of a Theory of Practice, Cambridge U P, 1977.
He uses the Kabylia (Algerian) to illustrate his thesis of dialectical processes incorporating structures and
objectifying habitus whereby social formations reproduce themselves. In Chapter 4: Structures, habitus,
power: basis for a theory of symbolic power, he notes that systems of classification of practice: ages,
sexes, occupations, different time, space, are formed with appropriate moments and rhythms of life. These
semi arbitrary classifications order practices which are seen as natural and from which we gain a sense of
limit and reality to how we negotiate the world. Ortner wrote in 1984, ‘For the past several years, there
has been growing interest in analysis focused through one or another of a bundle of interrelated terms:
practice, praxis, action, interaction, activity, experience, performance. A second, and closely related
bundle of terms focuses on the doer of all that doing: agent, actor, person, self, individual, subject. Sherry
B. Ortner, ‘Theory in Anthropology since the Sixties’ in Culture / Power / History, Dirks, Eley, and
Ortner, Eds., Princeton U P, (1984), 1994, p388.
7
The player involved in the game lives in the belief, in the illusion of the game's reality. A sense of play
(sens du jeu), practiced since early childhood, gives the player the certainty that all moves the players
carry out in the game are real. (Duchamp changed the rules) The power of christening originates from
language but in speech act theory the voice that pronounces the act of christening must belong to an
institution in order for it to be able to cause a social fact.’ This ascription or ‘authorisation’ requires
legitimisation from a social status that obtains real power. Gunter Gebauer, ‘Habitus, Intentionality, and
Social Rules: A Controversy between Searle and Bourdieu,’ SubStance 29:3, 2000, ft9.
8
David Bloor, ‘Wittgenstein and the Priority of Practice’ in Theodore R. Schatzki, Karin Knorr Cetina,
and Eike von Savigny, Eds., The Practice Turn in Contemporary Theory, London and New York,
Routledge. 2001, p96. Thinking you are getting married does not mean knowing the marriage laws of the
land in the sense of being cognizant of some fitting legal, moral, sociological, or philosophical analysis of
the institution. Thinking you are getting married involves ‘an awareness of the existence of the relevant
institutions, and an awareness of the actor as currently participating in them.’ p98, 99.
9
Bloor, 2001, p101. He notes, ‘Our habitual responses become instances of rules in virtue of the verbal
accounts with which we accompany them as we collectively coordinate our behaviour.’ p101.
10
David Antin, ‘The Stranger at the Door’, Genre, 1987 - discussing some/thing, Eds., David Antin and
Jerome Rothenberg. Vols 1. and 2, Nos. 1-5, New York, Light and Dust, 1965.
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11

Mary Thomas Crane, Shakespeare's Brain: Reading with Cognitive Theory (Princeton: Princeton
University Press, 2001, p7. The corollary is Pierre Bourdieu’s sociological take on the social construction
of reality, ‘No doubt agents do construct their vision of the world. But this construction is carried out
under structural constraints.’ Pierre Bourdieu, In Other Words: Essays Towards a Reflexive Sociology,
trans. Matthew Adamson, Stanford UP, 1990, p130. Gunter Gebauer notes that, ‘Bourdieu's aim has long
been to dissociate the concept of the social agent from the philosophy of mind.’ Gunter Gebauer,
‘Habitus, Intentionality, and Social Rules: A Controversy between Searle and Bourdieu,’ SubStance 29.3,
2000, p68. The science of complexity posits that living systems, are non-linear complex systems and that,
for example, society, language and institutions cannot be understood in a reductive deterministic way.
Then there is quantum mechanics.
12
Mary Thomas Crane, ‘What Was Performance?’ Criticism, Vol 43:2, 2001, p170. Stanton B. Garner,
Jr., ‘“Still Living Flesh”: Beckett, Merleau-Ponty, and the Phenomenological Body,’ Theatre Journal, 45,
1993, p448.
13
Andrew Parker and Eve Kosofsky Sedgwick, Eds., Performativity and Performance. New York and
London: Routledge, 1995, p5.
14
Warwick Slinn, ‘Poetry and Culture: Performativity and Critique’, New Literary History 30:1, 1999,
p60. See Case, Brett, and Foster, Cruising the Performative, Carlson's Performance, and various accounts
of the relationship between feminism and performance in Performing Feminisms: Feminist Critical
Theory and Theatre, Ed., Sue-Ellen Case, Baltimore, 1990.
15
William O. Beeman, Language, Status and Power in Iran. Bloomington: Indiana UP, 1986, p6-10.
16
Antonin Artaud, The Theatre and its Double, (1964) trans. Victor Corti, London: Calder & Boyars,
1970) p64. Performance Studies influenced by Artaud's interest in Balinese ritual, repudiated mainstream
theatre to energise performance which entered the avant garde. For example, circus, nightclub acts, ritual,
story-telling, masques, mime, puppetry, stand-up comedy, television game shows, and talk shows. Indeed,
a new academic category, Performance Studies, has been developed, replacing Drama, in order to
accommodate the proliferation of the new paratheatrical avant-garde while also documenting the history
of the forgotten theatrical forms from which avant-garde performance art is drawing its inspiration. Noel
Carroll, ‘Performance’, Formations 3:1, 1986, p77. Pasi Falk suggests live sex shows come closest to the
ritual origins of theatre, primitive fertility rites, sexually explicit and often violent, as in Rome ‘all aim to
break the code of presentation, replacing theatrical acting by ‘real action’.’ Pasi Falk, The Consuming
Body, Sage, 1994, p199. Michel Bernard thinks theatricality is fundamental because language itself uses
expression, and is thus inherently theatrical, he transfers Merleau Ponty’s embodied doubleness to
theatricality. Theatricality is, ‘that which simultaneously and bodily doubles and differentiates language,
to the point of contradicting it, and plumbs, dualises and makes specular the body in the ‘alternating
disposition of outside-inside’ in order to establish the signifying binariness of the word that inhabits it,
fills it, and thus unifies it.’ Michel Bernard, L'expressivité du corps, p388, quoted Féral, 2002, p9.
Diderot in Paradoxe sur le Comédien, (1830) claimed good actors are innately ‘insensitive’ beings who
pretend to experience emotions to manipulate the audience. Virginie Magnat notes Diderot opposes living
to acting and the audience’s honesty and against actors’ powers of deception which suggests Cartesian
like dichotomies, disregarding ‘the process-oriented nature of performance’ Diderot’s position relies on
‘the duality between concepts such as the real and the fictitious, spontaneity and structure, the concrete
and the abstract... the premise that there is an unbridgeable division between body and mind, instinct and
intellect, emotion and reason, and it therefore necessarily excludes the performer's perspective, which
reconciles in practice what seems paradoxical in theory.’ Virginie Magnat, ‘Theatricality from the
Performative Perspective’, SubStance Vol31:2&3, 2002, p148.
17
‘Hence, the paradigmatic relationship between oral interpretation and performance studies might
display the performance of literature as the central circle in a concentric figure widening out to include
social dramas, rituals, storytelling, jokes, organizational metaphors, everyday conversations, indeed any
communication act meeting the criteria of aesthetic discourse.’ Ronald J., Pelias & James Van Oosting,
‘A paradigm for Performance Studies’, The Quarterly Journal of Speech 73, 1987, p229. As does
modernist avant-garde art, which Jerome Rothenberg suggests, and Richard Schechner describes.
Schechner notes, ‘long before scholars took an interest, artists had an expanded view of performance.
From futurism through dadaism, in the arts and rituals of many non-Western cultures, in the practice and
ideas of Vsevelod Meyerhold, Antonin Artaud, John Cage, Suzuki Tadashi, Anna Halprin, and Allan
Kaprow (to name just a very few).’ Richard Schechner, ‘Performance studies: the broad-spectrum
approach’ Phi Betta Kappa Phi Journal, summer, 1990, p16. See also The Future of Ritual: Writings on
Culture and Performance, New York: Routledge, 1993 and Between Theatre and Anthropology.
Philadelphia: U of Pennsylvania P, 1985.
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18

Schechner, 1990, p15. He has urged, ‘Performance is a very inclusive notion of action; theatre is only
one node on a continuum that reaches from ritualisation in animal behaviour (including humans) through
performances in everyday life--greetings, displays of emotion, family scenes, and so on - to rites,
ceremonies and performances: large-scale theatrical events.’ Schechner, Essays on performance theory
1970--1976, New York: Drama Book Specialists, 1977, p1. He echoes Dell Hymes who suggested, ‘It is
through the study of performance' that one could look forward to an integration of the social sciences and
humanities.’ Dell Hymes 1975, in L Sullivan, ‘Sound and Senses: Toward a Hermeneutics of
Performance’, History of Religions V26:1, 1986, p3.
19
Josette Féral argues theatricality is embodied, ‘a mobile and ambivalent process’ and ‘the manifestation
of an energetic process on the part of the subject, a pulsating dynamics, it is part of human uniqueness.’
Josette Féral, Foreword to an issue on Theatricality, SubStance Vol31:2&3, 2002, p9. Féral distinguishes
performativity (‘at the heart of what makes any performance unique each time it is performed’) from
theatricality (‘what makes it recognizable and meaningful within a certain set of references and codes.’)
She argues, ‘Each art form, each artist, even each aesthetics proceeds from a combination of both
performativity and theatricality that is different in every instance but necessarily calls upon both elements.
Theatricality does not exist as a pure form, nor does performativity.’ Féral 2002, p5. Theatricality is more
self-conscious and structured than everyday life. Fischer-Lichte argues that, unlike everyday life, theatre
probes the ‘very process of construction and the conditions underlying it. While constructing a reality of
our own, we become aware of doing so and begin to reflect upon it. Thus, theatre turns out to be a field of
experimentation where we can test our capacity for and the possibilities of constructing reality.’ Erika
Fischer-Lichte, ‘From Theatre to Theatricality: How to Construct Reality’, Theatre Research
International, Vol20:2 Summer, 1995, p104.
20
She writes ‘Improvisation is really where I would start in thinking about an aesthetics of everyday life...
What I don’t like about the distinction is the notion that to be art, something has to be strictly for beauty.
The arts of everyday life are highly utilitarian arts; they give form to value. That for me, is what an art of
everyday life is, something that gives form to value’ Barbara Kirshenblatt-Gimblett, ‘The aesthetics of
everyday life’, in Conversations before the end of time. Ed. Suzi Gablik, New York: Thames and Hudson,
1995, p416. She says ‘It involves everything’ and ‘It’s not about bringing art back into the everyday
world, because I don’t believe it ever left. And it’s not about discovering that what we normally consider
as art in museums or galleries also occurs in eth everyday world. It’s neither of those. It is about the arts
of living, by which I mean giving value meaningful form.' p417.
21
Aesthetic Education, letter 15, quoted Colin Falck, Myth, Truth and Literature: Towards a True PostModernism, Cambridge UP, 2nd ed, 1994, p103.
22
Brian Sutton-Smith doubts there is one definition of play, emphasising that any activity can be play. He
offers seven rhetorics of play which illuminate aspects of play 1. Play as progress, from a biological
approach, sees play as an aesthetic expressive force. 'Its adaptiveness might centre on what play does for
a sense of well-being, an ecstatic play, rather than what play does as work or as adaptation.’ p34; [NOTE.
I disagree with this, from my perspective bricolage is a central process in human development that
requires, curiosity, intelligence and play] 2. Play as fate, emphasis on luck rather than talent (antithesis to
1 but shares a future orientation). 3. Play as power-play, as a rational activity. 4. Play as forming identity,
as bonding and celebrating community. 5. Play as imaginary and creative. (He suggests we need a
rhetoric of the irrational to deal with this.) 6. Play as self, focus on fun and phenomenological aspects. 7.
Play as frivolity and nonsense. Brian Sutton-Smith, The Ambiguities of Play, Harvard UP, 1997. The
Dutch anthropologist Johan Huizinga claimed that human culture is founded on play, which he defined as,
'an activity which proceeds within certain limits of time and space, invisible order, according to rules
freely accepted, and outside the sphere of necessity or material ability.' Johan Huizinga, Homo Ludens: A
study of the Play Element in Culture, trans. Karl Mannheim, (1949), Beacon Press, 1955, p132.
23
He noticed the paradox of play while watching otters in a zoo; they bite each other but each know when
the bite is serious or play. This is the paradox of the Cretan Epimenides when he utters, "All Cretans are
liars.' Gregory Bateson, 'The Message 'This is Play'', in Group Processes: Transactions of the Second
Conference, ED. Bertram Schaffner, Josiah Macy Jnr. Foundation, 1956. He argued that 'play' becomes
'play' when the action in that sphere is interpreted through the frame of 'play'. Bateson defined the frame
of 'play' as, 'These actions in which we now engage do not denote what those actions for which they stand
would denote.' Bateson defined the frame of 'play' as, 'These actions in which we now engage do not
denote what those actions for which they stand would denote.' Gregory Bateson, Steps to an Ecology of
Mind, Ballantine Books, 1972, p180. Erving Goffman classified the framing Bateson noted as
transforming activities, one (aggressive biting) is transformed into another, (playful nipping) by
participants construction of the context. Erving Goffman, Frame Analysis, Northeastern Univ. Press,
1986. Goffman uses the theatre metaphor to explain how we 'stage manage' our self image and play roles.
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Not necessarily cynical, role playing is ubiquitous and both conscious and unconscious. Erving Goffman,
The Presentation of Self in Everyday Life. based on field work in the Shetland Islands as a postgraduate
student. Goffman's Asylums (1961) is an ethnographic account of how patient's personal identity is erased
in mental hospitals, 'total institutions' that attempt to control behaviour.
24
TS Eliot, ‘Tradition and the Individual Talent’, Selected Essays, Faber, London, 1951, p17, 15.
25
‘[I]f poetry is understood not as an idea but a practice, and not a matter of comrades-through-time or
cultural positions, but of words and syntax. The cultural project of this poetry of radically small scale is and this is surely Adorno's point - to refuse such absorption by mass culture, so as to keep the attentional
focus on the possibilities of language, on what language has to tell.’ Charles Bernstein, ‘Unrepresentative
Verse’, Conference on Contemporary Poetry Rutgers University, 1997,
http://english.rutgers.edu/bernstein.htm [DL 7.2.2001] - versus Robert Adamson on Robert Duncan
telling him, ‘Each poet is a link in a chain which goes from the beginning of time when the first poet ever
wrote, to the end of time and the last poet who will write then. Time itself doesn’t exist – there is no such
thing as time. Poetry exists in the eternal present which is the past, the future, and now, which all coexist.
And so you have the image of a chain, with each poet, if he truly is a poet, being a link in that chain...
Unless you know of that, unless you are aware of that, unless you can participate in that, you’re really
wasting your time. So it kind of implies that you really should read, and be aware of how vast the
universe is that you’re a part of.’ Interviewed by John Kinsella,
http://www.saltpublishing.com/int_adamson.html. [DL 25.9.2002]
26
‘What alternatives are there to a view of writing as fixed, classifiable, and in need of order? If one
looks at writing as practice rather than product, a much more flexible "history" can be charted. Thus an
anthology can only begin to succeed when it positions its material within a history of practice rather than
presenting its selections as a definition of what such a practice is.’ Loss Pequeño Glazier, ‘The Century as
Experiment: Reading Poems for the Millennium’ a review of Poems for the Millennium: the University of
California Book of Modern & Postmodern Poetry. Volume 1, From Fin-de-Siecle to Negritude. Ed.,
Jerome Rothenberg & Pierre Joris, Berkeley, U of California P, 1995.
http://wings.buffalo.edu/epc/authors/glazier/reviews/p_millen.html. [DL 7.3.2002]
27
Derrida was dissatisfied with previous Western philosophy since Plato, Of Grammatology, p3; 10-18.
28
Hiraga, Masako, ‘“Blending” and an Interpretation of Haiku: A Cognitive Approach’, Poetics Today,
Vol 20, Ref
29
Stanley Fish, Is There a Text in This Class?: The Authority of Interpretive Communities,, Cambridge:
Harvard UP, 1980, p86.
30
John Paul Riquelme, ‘Introduction: Wolfgang Iser's Aesthetic Politics: Reading as Fieldwork’, New
Literary History 31:1, 2000, p8.
31
Bruner talks of the 'subjunctivizing' strategies (talk of possibility) we often use in our literary texts and
suggests they influence practices of the self. J.S. Bruner, Actual Minds, Possible Worlds, Cambridge,
MA: Harvard UP, 1986, p26; quoting Iser, 1978, p25.
32
‘It is in such performances of meaning, in our responsive, bodily living out of our reactions and
rejoinders to an Other's textual and other expressions of possibility, that we create and feel jointly with
them, not only the more determinate meanings we co-perform between us, but also co-create or co-author
with them new specific Selves for ourselves.’ John Shotter, ‘Towards a third revolution in psychology:
from inner mental representations to dialogical social practices’, First draft of chapter for David Bakhurst
and Stuart Shanker, Eds., Culture, Language, Self: the Philosophical Psychology of Jerome Bruner, Sage
Publications, London. http://www.massey.ac.nz/~alock//virtual/bruner.htm. {DL 15.7.2002] Barry Barnes
parallels Shotter’s joint-action theory, clarifying practice as not following abstract rules for coherent
social activity but by actions that are ‘knowledgeable, informed, and goal-directed.’ He suggests that
‘What is required to understand a practice of this kind is not individuals oriented primarily by their own
habits, nor is it individuals motivated by the same collective object; rather it is human beings oriented to
each other.’ Barry Barnes, in Schatzki, ibid, p21 & 24.
33
In 'Poet, Poem, and Witness' she quotes Charles Pierce, 'By semiosis I mean, on the contrary, an action,
or influence, which is, or involves, a cooperation of three subjects, such as a sign, its object, and its
interpretant; this tri-relative influence not being in any way resolvable into actions between pairs. . ' The
giving and taking of a poem is, then, a triadic relation . . . we are always confronted by the poet, the
poem, and the audience.' Muriel Rukeyser, The Life of Poetry, Paris Press, 1996, p174.
34
Robert Crawford argues that English studies were becoming conjoined with comparative philosophy,
religion and literature ‘a proliferating system of knowledge-transmission and interpretation, a cybernetic
community.’ Robert Crawford, The modern poet: poetry, Academia, and Knowledge since the 1750s,
OUP, 2001, p189. Jonathan Bate: ‘But when we reflect upon the poem, when... interpret it rather than
dwell in it, we cannot escape its Cartesian dualism. It is a presence of ink and absence of poetry The
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poetic is ontologically double because it may be thought of as ecological in two senses: it is either (both?)
a language (logos) that restores us to our home (oikos) or (and?) a melancholy recognising that our only
home (oikos) is language (logos).’ The Song Of The Earth, Picador, 2000, p281.
35
He used the term as an approach to literature as being ecologically adaptive, examining different
literary genres in terms of their conduciveness to our species survival Joseph W. Meeker, The Comedy of
Survival: Studies in Literary Ecology, Scribner's, 1972, p9-10.
36
Autopoiesis, or self-organization from noise; error, errata, corruption, fragmentation, the collisions of
static, difference, line noise, garbling. Under the right circumstances, noise... can create complexity, can
augment the total information of a system.’ William R. Paulson. The Noise of Culture: Literary Texts in a
World of Information. Ithaca: Cornell UP, 1988, p73.
37
A. D. Hope, ‘The Discursive Mode: Reflections on the Ecology of Poetry’, The Cave and the Spring:
Essays on Poetry, Uni of Chicago Press, 1965.
38
Franco Moretti suggests a Darwinian take on literature: ‘In Darwin... history is the interweaving of two
wholly independent paths: random variations, and necessary selection. In our case: rhetorical innovations,
which are the result of chance; and a social selection, which by contrast is the daughter of necessity.’
Franco Moretti, Modern Epic: The World-System from Goethe to Garcia Marquez, Trans. Quentin Hoare,
Verso, New York: 1997, p6. Marjorie Perloff points out that, ‘But since that hypothesis can yield so many
different results, it strikes me as not being especially useful.’ Marjorie Perloff, ‘Epic Ecologies: review of
Franco Moretti, Modern Epic’, http://www.electronicbookreview.com/reviews/rev4/perloff.htm.
39
Branch uses the figure of ecosystem to illuminate the literary text with a debt to Coleridge’s arguments
in Biographia Literaria that a poem must be a cohesive unit with parts working together as a whole ‘The
text is a functional whole whose purposes are accomplished through integration of constituent elements;
its remarkable complexity has no single purpose, but may be said to exist to a variety of ends
simultaneously; it is to some extent defined by its interactions with other texts and contexts; we
continuously search it for knowledge of who we are and how to live in the world; and, at its best, it
contains the intimation of an ineffable mystery beyond itself.’ Michael Branch, ‘Ecocriticism: The Nature
of Nature in Literary Theory and Practice’,
http://weberstudies.weber.edu/archive/Vol.%2011.1/11.1Branch.htm [DL Jan 2001]
40
William Rueckert, ‘Literature and Ecology: An Experiment in Ecocriticism’ in Cheryll Glotfelty &
Harold Fromm, Eds., The Ecocriticism Reader: Landmarks in Literary Ecology Athens: U of Georgia
P, 1996, p118.
41
Wolfgang Iser has described the reading process as a self-regulating system that 'is cybernetic in nature
as it involves a feedback of effects and information throughout a sequence of changing situational
frames.' The Act of Reading, 1984, p67.
42
Norman N. Holland, ‘Books, Brains, and Bodies’, talk at the State University of New York, 1998.
http://web.clas.ufl.edu/users/nnh/bksbrns.htm [DL 13.5.2002]
43
V. N. Voloshinov, Marxism and the Philosophy of Language, tr. Ladislav Matejka and I. R. Titunik
(1929) Cambridge, Mass., 1986. In Husserl’s view intentionality is unidirectional whereas Merleau Ponty
allows for bi-directional intentionality, the reader constitutes the meaning of a text, constitutes a text.
44
He thought the novelist ‘welcomes the heteroglossia and language diversity of the literary and extraliterary language into his own work.’ M. M. Bakhtin, The Dialogic Imagination, trans. Caryl Emerson &
Michael Holquist, 1981, p298 ‘Heteroglossia’ is Bakhtin's term for ‘multi-voiced, multi-styled, and often
multi-languaged elements.’ ibid, p265. He thought ‘the basic distinguishing feature of the stylistics of the
novel’ were’ These distinctive links and interrelationships between utterances and languages, this
movement of the theme through different languages and speech types, its dispersion into the rivulets and
droplets of social heteroglossia, its dialogization . . .’ p263. In general his work, like Austin’s, stresses the
social reality of language. Terry Eagleton argues he saw language, ‘as a material means of production,
whereby the material body of the sign was transformed through a process of social conflict and dialogue
into meaning’ Literary Theory: An Introduction. Minneapolis: U of Minnesota P, 1983, p118.
45
ibid, p298. Bakhtin accused poetry: ‘[T]the language of the poetic genres, when they approach their
stylistic limit, often becomes authoritarian, dogmatic and conservative.’ ibid, p287. Bakhtin explains:
‘[M]onologism, at its extreme, denies the existence outside itself of another consciousness with equal
rights and equal responsibilities... Monologue pretends to be the ultimate word.' M. M. Bakhtin,
Problems of Dostoevsky's Poetics. Ed. & trans. Caryl Emerson, U of Minnesota P, 1984, p292-3. The
professional elites accepted the mission to produce such monologues (Bauman, 1987), now we are
sceptical of such discourse.
46
Michael Eskin, ‘Bakhtin on Poetry’, Poetics Today 21:2, 2000, p389.
47
Michael Davidson, ‘Discourse in Poetry: Bakhtin and Extensions of the Dialogical’, in Michael Palmer
Ed. Code of Signals, Berkeley, 1983, p134.
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48

John Searle calls banknotes a social fact, evident in certain circumstances, eg. the shop or bank accept
it, you value it with your labour, skills or barter. It requires episteme, that it is valid currency, and that the
transaction is reasonable. he also calls them ‘institutional’ facts, existent ‘only by virtue of collective
agreement or acceptance.’ John Searle, The Construction of Social Reality, New York: The Free Press,
1995, p39.
49
John Keats, The Selected Letters of John Keats, Ed., Lionel Trilling, New York: Farrar, Straus, and
Young, 1951, p92.
50
Langer, Art is the objectification of feeling, and the subjectification of nature. >
51
Lawrence enjoined us to trust art, not the artist: ‘Oh, give me the novel! Let me hear what the novel
says. / As for the novelist, he is usually a dribbling liar.’ D. H. Lawrence, ‘The Novel’ in The Later D. H.
Lawrence, Ed., William York Tindall, New York: Knopf, 1952, p202.
52
Mary Poovey, ‘Model System of Contemporary Literary Criticism’, Critical Inquiry, Spring 2001,
p418-9
53
Thomas Pfau views the (middle-class) late 18th C reader as constructing an ideological discourse of
poetry, through, ‘an efficient yet fundamentally unconscious collective practice...[whose] vernacular,
formal-aesthetic discriminations absorb the cognitive potential of its subjects (poet and audience) by the
very practice that defines them as a community. Thomas Pfau, Wordsworth's Profession: Form, Class,
and the Logic of Early Romantic Cultural Production. Stanford: Stanford UP, 1997, p55.
54
There are two main approaches to definitions of art: The Functional - art provides pleasure, or an
expressive release; Procedural/Institutional - (George Dickie, Arthur Danto) - an artefact is art if
accepted as art, by social institutions, other artists etc. Danto uses examples of artworks indiscernible
from non-artworks (Duchamp’s unmodified ready-mades) and found poems can do this. But there are also
artwork with no phenomenal properties whatsoever (eg. late 1960s conceptual art and John Cage’s ‘silent’
composition, 4’33”). Adorno notes that a psychoanalytic approach to explaining art works, ‘neglects to
consider their real objectivity, their inner consistency, their level of form, their critical impulses, their
relation to non-psychic reality and, last but not least, their truth content.’ Theodor W. Adorno, Aesthetic
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Chapter 10

The ‘Perfect’ Poem
‘A fool might once himself alone expose,
Now one in verse makes many more in prose.
‘Tis with our judgements as our watches, none
Go just alike, yet each believes his own.’
Alexander Pope1

10.1

What is so Interesting about a ‘Perfect’ poem?

10.2

Hugh MacDiarmid’s Ambition

Linked Appendices
Appendix 18 Wonder – beginnings of science, attention to nature

This chapter investigates the ‘Perfect’ poem, which introduced this thesis, and uncovers a
remarkable poet, who foreshadowed many of the concerns of Part 2 of this thesis.

10.1

What is so Interesting about the ‘Perfect’ poem?

Why is the ‘Perfect’ poem a good example for a Defence of Poetry (DoP)? Perhaps an extract
from the Iliad, an Elizabethan sonnet, or a contemporary rap/ hip-hop lyric - so popular among
younger audiences, who rarely read poetry - would do as well as exemplars.2 Is my sense of
value based on pedagogy and pleasure? Sidney, in the Idealist tradition, supposed poet has the
didactic intent to move the reader to goodness; poems: ‘yieldeth to the powers of the mind an
image of that whereof the philosopher bestoweth but a wordish description, which doth neither
strike, pierce, nor possess the sight of the soul.’3 Or is there some quite different argument? And
does anyone (apart from Plato) hold serious grounds for ignoring poetry, let alone censoring the
art form?4
I chose this poem because of the unusual circumstances of the genesis of the poem itself, and
because of Hugh MacDiarmid’s poetics, which foreshadow many of the themes of my thesis.
The poem opens in iambic slowing immediately to a trochaic pentameter, comprised of a crisp
Germanic lexicon, which leads into the third line, ‘But perfect’- a trailing dactylic monometer.
The stanza ends with a heavily stressed iambic line. The language with its cool poise and clean
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lines becomes precise, articulate, almost forensic and is an Imagist poem.5 The word ‘anywhere’
is the one weakness, working neither semantically, nor musically. Compare ‘Perfect’ to a more
recent poem:
‘On the track to the beach
there is the skeleton of a fish.
picked clean it whitens daily.
Yet still the nights numb into morning.
And then a line blows off the sea.
Black birds. Shadowing in.
A soft slow winging is working the air above my head.’
‘White Earth Poem’, Jennifer Rankin6

MacDiarmid kick-starts the poem, whereas Rankin’s second line (following the hymnal couplet,
‘On the seaward side the sun is coming up. / O Vairocana journey!’) sags. The poem only shifts
into gear with the short heavily stressed third line. The next line, an archaic grammaticism,
leads to a self-consciously poetic couplet with a caesura insisting on meaning gradually released
by the wings in the definite/indefinite air. Neither poet is interested in the previous life of the
bones. Rankin’s skeleton is a light/leit motif against the enormity of natural forces and
mortality. Perfect’s bones clearly moved an animal, but maintain a mystery that lifts into flight Columba livia is left behind. It is not an eco-poem working with one of the most sophisticated
of flyers, manoeuvring along the wind-whipped cliffs of their natural habitat in Western Europe,
among ravens and peregrine falcons.7 There is no empathy, and wonder at flight that Mark
O’Connor reveals
‘Under a hollow fuzz of fether’s
the light keel-bone crumples and crumbles,
least fragile spar of all
of that frail fethe-skiff that once
pushed off to tempt
the uncharitable surge of the air.’
‘On a tern’s skeleton’, Mark O’Connor8
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Nor is there evidence of the biophilia, which Ted Hughes reveals when writing of birds’ skulls
in the fevered poem ‘Poor Birds’,9 nor the chthonic, visceral violence of Crow.10
The second stanza of ‘Perfect’ begins with a pararhyme, repeated two lines later, and follows
with strong assonance that pulls the meaning into the oxymoronic bubble of bone. The poem
ends with a heavily stressed line and tension between the words ‘fixed’, ‘tilt’ and ‘wings’, a
word that flows like flight. A bird’s flight is never fixed but tremulous, constantly adjusting to
the wind, and the bird’s trajectory and behaviour. Gerard Manley Hopkins’ windhovering
kestrel offers movement itself as an approach to nature from the stance of natural theology,
rather than MacDiarmid’s ‘scientific’ gaze.11 MacDiarmid is clear that the bones move an
animal, but has no interest in taking the skull motif further, unlike Paul Valéry who, in his
essay, ‘Man and the Seashell’, associates a seashell on a beach with Hamlet’s soliloquy;12 and
narrows his focus to poiesis:
‘I look for the first time at this thing I have found... My first stir of thought has been to
thinking of making. The idea of making is the first and most human of ideas. ‘To
explain’ is never anything more than to describe a way of making.’

Paul Valéry13
Hegel talks of: ‘the Classic Form. Here art has attained its perfection, in so far as there is a
reached a perfect harmony between the idea as spiritual individuality, and the forms as sensuous
and corporeal reality. All hostility between the two elements has disappeared, in order to give
place to a perfect harmony.’ 14 This derives from his principle of 'organic unity' as a criterion of
beauty of artwork or natural objects, relating to how its elements are integrated - not arbitrary or
irrational but a systematic appearance of 'unity in diversity.'15 These elements emerge in
Valéry’s essay, ‘Man and the Seashell’. Like MacDiarmid, he talked of, ‘endless varieties of
form’ and the need for concentration: ‘The shell which I hold and turn between my fingers, and
which offers me a combined development of the simple themes of the helix and the spiral
involves me in a degree of astonishment and concentration that leads where it may: to
superficial remarks and observations, naive questions, ‘poetic comparisons’, beginnings of
reckless theories . . .’16 He starts thinking of Hamlet and closes the essay. Valéry’s Symbolist
tendency leads to the inconclusive, a drifting through, rather than strong engagement with one’s
immediate environment and information.17
Valéry feels at home in the world of things, but finds the organic world a mystery, ‘I know only
what I know how to handle’ (a version of Martin Heidegger’s zuhanden).18 Anne Mairesse
asserts, ‘He [Valéry,] used poetry as an exercise for thought, just as he used philosophy...’19
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Valéry, a very different poet to MacDiamid, suggested that a ‘perfect subject’ for a poem would
be, the investigation of a mind responding to a remarkable mysterious yet mathematical, natural,
organic and beautiful form.20
Valéry’s Symbolist and Platonist tendencies typically take one away from the environment to
hand. Poets as different as John Clare and Gary Snyder write poetry that engages with the
immediate immanent environment, involving the ordinary, not the transcendent or sublime.21
Jonathan Bate, known for his work on Shakespeare and the Romantics, notes on his move to
ecocriticism: ‘I've been thinking quite a lot about small things like nests and shells and the kind
of wonder in the face of them, which inspires a lot of very important writing.’22 The tension
between the symbolic and abstract versus the concrete and particular is a central aporia in this
thesis. Another tension is the use of generative techniques to make poems. Ron Silliman’s
‘Tjanting’ (1981) adopts the Fibonacci number sequence, which as Paul Hoover notes, is
commonly found in nature, as in the whorls on a shell.23 I have used it as a doubling acrostic.24
There is one poet who is a professional naturalist, writing on ornithology and herpetology, who
has cited MacDiarmaid, as an influence. Here is his early poem about birds and seashells:
‘stooped whelk-shell occasional
Brewery malt smell
off the land stir cirrus

stars splashed to us

only a woman’s

dog, exercising

as if all
that mattered
we knowing
nothing any more no more
Winnowing

nothing

slick narrowing flick

never full – wingbeat’
‘Arctic Terns, Whitburn Shore’ (May 77), Colin Simms25

Simms’ early work, from the 1970s, has the feel of that relaxed decade in Britain; a casual
phenomenological alertness, and indifference to knowledge, or a ‘professional’ eye.
Another poet like MacDiarmid, interested in science, and famous for his obscure poems, is the
English poet J.H. Prynne:
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‘the gentility of a shell, so
fragile, so beautifully
shallow in the past; I
hardly remember
the case hardened
but brittle
constant to the eighteenth century or the
strictly English localism of moral candour,
disposed in the copses of those fields...
But the flow
so eloquently stopped, walking by the Golden
Fleece and the bus time-table
("It is difficult
to say precisely what
constitutes
a habitable
country" - A
Theory of the Earth
the days a nuclear part
gently holding the skull or
head, the skin porous to the
eloquence of
where this was so far! so ice-encased like
resin that whiteness seemed no more, than
cloudy at that time. The water-pattern is
highly asymmetric, bonding hardly as proof
against wealth, stability, the much-loved ice.’
‘On the Matter of Thermal Packing’, J.H.Prynne26

Prynne uses his poems to snag ideas from the sciences and other discourses, not normally
considered poetic, into his world. He provides a bibliography of five papers on the geography of
the last ice age, and a map references for ‘The Glacial Question, Unsolved.’27 In ‘On the Matter
of Thermal Packing’, he embeds material inside the poem – as quotation (James Hutton,
‘Theory of the Earth, or, An investigation of the laws observable in the composition, dissolution
and restoration of land upon the globe’, 1788). The poem has been criticised for its prosaic, non-
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poeticity (Nigel Wheale28); and praised for updating The Prelude (James Keery,29 and Vance
Maverick30). What I find interesting is Prynne’s dizzying leaps of scale, form the local to the
global and cosmic, from the geological to the economic - all the while, tracking childhood
memories, with lyric glimpses, and glides into enjambed richly textured prose.
The opening section to Peter Riley’s Lines on the Liver31, ‘Spitewinter Edge Lookout Prose
(untitled)’, is 19 pages of discursive meditative prose, about the north of England, and Riley
dwelling there as a poet. An appendix begins, ‘There is a particularly bleak part of North
Staffordshire near Leek . . .’ with topographic details and musings about a Wordsworthian
character, John Dooley. This is followed by ‘Blackshaw 289:’ - thirty triplets in Dooley’s voice,
with parallels to the sequence ‘Lines on the Liver’. Prose is woven into Tracks and
Mineshafts32, supplementing the poems; Alstonefield33, opens with excerpts from his letters to
Tony Baker; and Excavations34uses quotations (freely, re-arranged) from the archaeologist Sir
Morimer Wheeler.35
He does not use prose as poetry – placed inside a poetic discourse - but, as he has said, to
support the reader encountering a poem:
‘The constant displacement to an elsewhere in modern poetry is brought to such an
intensity that it becomes an obstacle to any message there might be, there is no "return"
from poetry's ecstasis. In which case it might as well not exist. So I'm interested in
prose as a support to poetry, a ground to it and a guarantor... The poetry should seem to
emerge from the prose as a very distinct thing arising from the same experience.’
Peter Riley36

Though elliptical, Riley is not obscure. Tracks and Mineshafts has beautiful poetry of landscape
marked by history. Some of the finest poetry can be found in the prose, for example, the
geological sequence of ‘Glutton’, with no specialist lexicon (unlike McDiarmid).
James Fenton has also threaded non-poetic materials into his poems, using prosaic science in the
sequence ‘Exempla’37 He told Andrew Motion in an interview, ‘one of the things I found
particularly seductive was scientific language, the way it used familiar words in an unfamiliar
way, or completely unfamiliar words–great clusters of them, so that the mind would just have to
ride for a while, while these sounds just came. That's obviously a way towards finding, in nonpoetic language, what can be the poetic language of the future... Poetic language is very much
denatured and overworked, and it needs a new fertilizer.’38
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The term ‘Perfect’ belongs to the vocabulary of a Platonist like Shelley, who wrote in his DoP,
‘A Poet participates in the eternal, the infinite and the one; as far as relates to his conceptions
time and place and number are not.’39 The transcendental rises from a religious base, from
Plato’s foundational idealism and monotheism through to Symbolism.40 Mallarmé wished to
purify poetry from prose to restore language to its original purity and to express meanings
beyond speech to music.41 Symbolists sought to uncover the ‘true’ nature of poetry, but just as
there is no ‘perfect poem’, there is no ‘true’ nature - though Helen Vendler has recently written
about, ‘the first “perfect” poem’ (a few select) poets have written’.42
MacDiarmid shared an Imagist and Futurist dislike of Symbolist abstractness, other-worldliness,
and ambit claims of access to the ‘true reality’ and ‘true art.’43 Pound argued symbolists’
symbols have a fixed value, like numbers in arithmetic.’44 As John McCole notes, symbolic
images, ‘present themselves as stable, material embodiments of timeless, even transcendent,
perfection.’ The danger is that 'perfection' is fundamentally illusory.’45 After all, cognitive
science reveals just how the real world is infinitely rich, diverse, uniquely perceived,
remembered, and negotiated. ‘Perfect’ is an illusory term because it suggests a complete and
final endpoint when all transcendent terms, including ‘Justice’, ‘Beauty’ and ‘Truth’ bear the
weight of meaning looking forwards. Transcendent references are neither determinate nor
idealist but express human values always being worked towards.46 Transcendent terms are
sometimes simply inserted inside a poem, whereas their meaning has to be worked for, and is
not immediately available as a symbol or image.47
Form is often a vehicle for epithets of perfection. Ezra Pound praised Brancusi’s ‘ideal form’: ‘it
is an approach to the infinite by form, by precisely the highest possible degree of consciousness
of formal perfection; as free of accident as any of the philosophical demands of ‘Paradisio’ can
make it.’48 Yet, this is at odds with Pound’s collagist, paratactic and accretionist methods of The
Cantos. Poets are often deluded about their own work.
David Jones’ In Parenthesis, a semi-autobiographical epic, is collagist, epic and modernist in
the sense of MacDairmid, Eliot and Pound.49 Its fluid form also derives from the Welsh poets,
Anerin, Gwalchmai, and Hywel ab Owain - poems: ‘rather, like stone circles or the contourfollowing rings of the forts from which they fought, with hidden ways slipping from one ring to
another.’50 An oral poetry, of digressions and parentheses, threaded a bone-spare narrative
framework. Jones provides abundant ‘bloody’ footnotes, ‘I have this feeling of wanting to
include 'everything'; 'the whole' in such works as I have tried to make [...] I mean the entirety of
totality in a little place or space.’51 Jacques Maritain’s neo-Thomist aesthetics combined art,

A New Defence of Poetry - and New Possibilities from Hypertext to Ecopoetry

161

work and sacrament into an ordered unity, and his view that poetry is process, is work (not a
work), and part of the everyday life, influenced David Jones.52
‘Perfect’ follows no traditional form but is tighter than MacDiarmid’s usual style, closer to D.H.
Lawrence’s notion of the poem:
‘The poetry of the beginning and the poetry of the end must have that exquisite finality,
perfection which belongs to all that is far off. It is in the realm of all that is perfect. It is
of the nature of all that is complete and consummate... these are the treasured gem-like
lyrics of Shelley and Keats... But there is another kind of poetry: the poetry of that
which is at hand: the immediate present. In the immediate present there is no perfection,
no consummation, nothing finished... The bird is on the wing in the winds, flexible to
every breath, a living spark in the storm, its very flickering depending upon its supreme
mutability and power of change.’

D.H. Lawrence 53
The title suggests resolution for an object of interest to natural scientists and artists but an object
no longer working, useless except as a memento mori or poetic figure. However, the cited poem
is not perfect, being incomplete as presented. MacDiarmid gave the poem a Spanish epithet,
‘Los muertis abren los ojas a los que viven.’ (The dead eyes open of those who live). This
points to the success of the poem is focussing attention, as Simone Weil wrote, ‘Whenever we
are really attentive, we destroy some of the evil in ourselves.’54 What’s more, the poet Hugh
MacDiarmid (pseudonym of Christopher Murray Grieve) didn’t write this ‘perfect’ poem. Apart
from the first line with its Scottish locative, it is taken verbatim from a short story by a Welsh
writer Glyn Jones. This well wrought poem is plagiarised prose, for which MacDiarmid later
apologised.55 This begs the question of how it became a good poem - through the luck of
Tynnichus?56 - and in turn triggers the question of how it came to be a poem in the first place. Is
a poem fashioned simply from slicing and dicing prose into lines, using what Veronica ForrestThomson called, ‘Poetic Artifice’, and Hugh Kenner, ‘a thing made’?57 The issue is complicated
by prose poetry and the fact that a ‘poem’ is a complex artefact, whereas ‘poetry’ is an even
broader term.58
This ‘Perfect’ poem demonstrates Rosemary Huisman’s thesis that, ‘poetry can be characterised
as a discourse not a genre, as particular conventions of practice rather than particular
conventions of text.’59 A text may be unrecognised as a poem but that text could still be termed
poetic. This thesis (liker Shelley’s DoP) is primarily a defence of the poetic not poems. I agree
with Huisman that if the differences between poetry and prose are not in the text this, ‘allows
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one to discuss discourse dynamically, as, if you like, ‘a dynamic open system’ of exchange
between the text and textual environment.’60 This opens up the poem from formal contraptions,
and allows the incorporation of materials not seen in traditional poems. Circumscribing the
boundary of a poem is impossible as MacDiarmid attests.61 A final definition of poetry and the
poem is also impossible - poems are flexible, part of living processes always being renewed.62
As I have argued a poem has to be understood from various perspectives – speech act,
practice/discourse, and artefact. Any attempt to demarcate poetry from prose fails, even without
the development of prose poems and the increasing abandonment of that most striking feature of
most poems – the line.63 The neo-pragmatist philosopher Richard Rorty suggests that all texts
have a poetical function in redescribing the world and that all writing should be viewed as a
seamless whole. However, he believes poetry has no need of poems.64 Martha Nussbaum,
similarly, enlists the novel rather than poems to defend poetry.65 Jerome MacGann, uses a
similar argument, but actually uses poetry: ‘[W]e can to a degree, observe as well our own ways
of thinking and feeling from an alien point of view. That alienated vantage, which is poetry's
critical gift to every future age, permits us a brief glimpse at our world and our selves.’66

10.2

Hugh MacDiarmid’s Ambitions

Poems emerge/erupt from the surface of the body of language beings and the practice of
literature but a text is encountered within contexts, which include, other texts and the oeuvre of
the particular artist - in MacDiarmid’s case, a vast overflowing series of letters, pamphlets,
books, long poems etc. This perspective flows into notions of the dialogic, intertextuality,
hermeneutics, and the ‘death of the author.’67 MacDiarmid was an idiosyncratic 20th C poet who
wanted to drag Scottish poetry off the ‘sentimentalised corpse’ of Robbie Burns and into a
modernism rooted in the local and political.68 MacDiarmid became a Marxist, wrote the ‘First
Hymn To Lenin’ (1931), and began to insert all kinds of material into his long ambitious
encyclopaedic poems. These were scaffolds and catalysts for his energies and interests in
politics, Scottish culture and language, science and poetry. 69 ‘In Memoriam: James Joyce’
(1955) is another poem central to his oeuvre, one he strongly defended from criticism.70 Ian
Hamilton writes, ‘He rejected what he called ‘the irresponsible lyricism in which sense
impressions/Are employed to substitute ecstasy for information’ and declared himself in favour
of ‘a poetry which fully understands that the era of technology is an established fact’.’71 Edwin
Morgan suggested that MacDiarmid was, ‘looking back to the old, the very ancient and
respectable idea of poetry not just as feeling but knowledge, and just because knowledge is so
difficult, so specialised nowadays, doesn’t mean that an artist, a poet, can’t attempt to grapple
with it.’72 His passion for diversity is seen in ‘On a Raised Beach’, and as Ursula Kimpel has
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commented, in his love of Gaelic nature poetry.73 Robert Crawford claims that his, ‘Romantic
delight in organic nature is bonded to a modernist relishing of science and technology.’74
Byron complained of Coleridge’s opaqueness; George Steiner found difficulty in literature
paradoxical but fascinating, whereas Eliot thought difficulty natural since the world exhibits
striking complexities and variety.75 Geoffrey Hill merely regards difficulty as ‘democratic’ by
taking the reader seriously - though it is hard to argue MacDiarmid held this position.76 For
innovative poets, such as Language Poets, difficulty is both personal and public and thus
political. MacDairmid’s poetry exemplifies aspects of the difficult, often through his ear for
vocabularies, not just by raiding Jamiesons’ Scottish Dictionary for his most famous poem in
Lallans, ‘A Drunk Man Looks at the Thistle’ (1926), or a geology lexicon for the masterly
beginning to ‘On a Raised Beach’ (1934).77 Basil Bunting asks, ‘Has any poet since Lucretius
used the vocabulary of science with such skill as Hugh MacDiarmid.’ ‘Pound and Zukofsky
have sought a poetry of facts too.’78 Mark O’Connor uses biological terms in his nature poetry:
‘he is lost/ above heliopora, pocillopora, savage acropora.’79 He, like MacDiarmid, expects
readers to do some work. Pound’s difficulty ranges more widely, from, foreign languages,
contextual ellipses, paratactic methodology, and according to McLuhan the ‘intensely masculine
mode.’80 It is also a matter of density, which Robert Browning's epic Sordello (1840) became
infamous for poetic difficulty and obscurity,81 and elliptical syntax (which Sordello has), but
which is primarily characteristic of the 20th C avant-garde.
‘Hang it all, Robert Browning
there can be but one ‘Sordello.’
‘Canto II’, Ezra Pound82

MacDiarmid knew some geology from time spent at Whalsay with a geologist, and the first
seventeen lines are a wonderful list borrowed from a geological lexicon – and then comes a
query – ‘There are plenty of ruined buildings in the world but no ruined stones.’ Buthlay finds
in this poem, ‘an imaginative penetration into the world of stone’;83 while Heaney disinters
Burns, Dunbar and, ‘the portentous and absurd shadow of William McGonagall.’84 Basil
Bunting in Briggflatts uses Northumbrian dialect words and place names to embed the poem in
place but his language is not that of a dialect poet. Its use is germane to the poem, in a modest
way that MacDiarmid was incapable of.85 This is despite his acknowledgment of the vernacular:
‘The Scots Vernacular is a vast storehouse of just the very particular and subtle effects which
modern European literature in general is so assiduously seeking.’86 The vernacular is local
knowledge, embodied skills and practice, a bricolage that cognitive science, phenomenology,

A New Defence of Poetry - and New Possibilities from Hypertext to Ecopoetry

164

aesthetics and anthropology illuminate. MacDiarmid viewed Scottish language and culture as
formed from both adversity and diversity:
‘In the wonderful diversity and innumerable
Sharp transitions of the Scottish scene,
The source of our Scottish antisyzygy,
I... See now the reconciliation of all opposites.’
‘Direadh I’, Hugh MacDiarmid 87

MacDiarmid thought English was an abstract and puritanical language compared to Scots,
(though not from any Imagist principles). He celebrated the idea of a ‘world language’, a
bricolage of languages (rooted in Gaelic, not English).88 Yet he gave up writing in Lallans
(Scots not Gaelic89), partly because he needed a vast vocabulary of scientific terminology
(whereas Joyce wrung the neck of the English language).90 MacDiarmid writes in one of his
major expansive poems:
‘Poetry is human existence come to life . . .
So I think of you, Joyce, and of you Yeats and others
who are dead
As I walk this Autumn and observe
The birch tremulously pendulous in jewels of cairngorm,
The sauch, the osier, and the crack-willow
Of the beaten gold of Australia; . . .
They are not endless these variations of form
Though it is perhaps impossible to see them all.
It is certainly impossible to conceive one that doesn't exist.
But I keep trying in our forest to do both of these,
And though it is a long time now since I saw a new one
I am by no means weary yet of my concentration
On phyllotaxis here in preference to all else,
All else - but my sense of sny!’
‘In Memoriam James Joyce’, Hugh MacDiarmid 91

Such poetry represents and extends his interest in science and opens up the poet’s word-hoard
(so important in oral poetries) to scientific, technical and dialect words.92 Edward Lucie-Smith
glosses the poem, ‘phyllotaxis the arrangement or order of leaves upon an axis or stem... [and]
sny a shipbuilding term for the 'run' of the hull of a ship. Here presumably used by extension, to
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mean 'the tendency of the natural order'.’93 These ‘variations of form’ can be viewed from the
perspective of organicism’s long history.94
Poetry has the capacity and freedom to address metaphysical abstracts or tiny frictive details,
but struggles with the life of a boson. It is a matter of scale and dimension. William Blake began
a poem titled ‘Auguries of Innocence’ (c1800-03, pub 1863) with, ‘To see the World in a Grain
of Sand’ (his most quoted line).95 Technologies have increased the scale of the world which
poetry can follow, zooming in or out, into inner or external environments and through the
various ontological levels. This wide choice is celebrated by some (Whitman) and poses
difficulties for others (Shelley).96 Only in the particular can the universal be understood, and the
particular embodies a range of scales, poetry is best equipped to tackle. We must think locally
and write locally, only then can we think globally.97 Just how this works and which poetries
have the best opportunities to fulfil this potential is not a matter of discovering analytically
structures or representations, but an ongoing conversation.
In a cultural precursor to bioregionalism, MacDiarmid connected the local to the international,
bypassing the national, and avoiding the English (he was an Anglophobe98):

‘This renewed impetus
Towards the local and the vernacular
Implies a changing conception of culture.’99

He wanted poetic energy to infuse mordant culture, and echoed Thoreau’s most famous phrase:
‘And in the toon that I belang tae
- What’s tho’ts Montrose or Nazareth? Helplessly the folk continue
To lead their livin’ death!’100

As a boy of seventeen, he ‘felt as if the bottom had fallen out of his world’ when the poet John
Davidson walked into the sea off Penzance (1909).101 Davidson wanted to expel superstition and
myth and demanded that, ‘children should be told, as soon as they begin to express their
wonder, that they consist of oxygen, hydrogen, nitrogen, carbon, calcium... that the principal
human elements are also the principal constituents of the whole Universe... instead of
catechisms and the grammars of dead languages, obtain a knowledge of the poetry of evolution:
a poetry that does not need to be taught or learnt; that requires only to be told and shown to be
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known, welcomed, and remembered, because it is already subconscious in the Matter of which
we consist.’102 He added that ‘everyone must make for himself his own, philosophy, religion,
literature.’ Both men were auto-didacts - MacDiarmid wrote:
‘We have of course studied thoroughly
Alspach, English, and the others who have written
On ‘Psychological Response to Unknown Proper Names’,
Downey on ‘Individual Differences in Reaction to the Word-in-Itself’.’103

Shelley, Coleridge and Wordsworth were initially strong supporters of the new sciences which
developed from the mid 17th C, though Coleridge believed that poetry was essentially ideal and
should avoid accident and particular details (he does qualify this stance, 'Say not that I am
recommending abstractions.’104). In his preface to Lyrical Ballads, Wordsworth assumes science
and poetry can connect and he was intimate with leading figures in the expanding field of
geology.105 However, John Wyatt suggests that by 1830 a division was growing between
literature and scientific language.106 By 1821 Shelley was championing poetry as opposed to
science (not anti-science, but overriding it, and any other discipline): §279, ‘It [poetry] is at
once the centre and circumference of knowledge; it is that which comprehends all science, and
that to which all science must be referred.’107 Wordsworth too proclaims poetry as the metadiscipline, ‘the Poet binds together by passion and knowledge the vast empire of human
society.’108 And there were scientists who were also poets. Coleridge called the chemist
Humphry Davy, ‘the Man who born first a poet first converted Poetry into Science.’109 Ezra
Pound thought (yet never understood) that, ‘no science save the arts will give us the requisite
data for learning in what ways men differ.’110 (See also Appendix 4 – Consilience)

Appendix 18 Wonder – beginnings of science, attention to nature
MacDiarmid also mined history. Donald Davie writes that ‘MacDiarmid's engagement with
history is one of the things we expect of a great poet.’ 111 Eliot Weinberger prefers the later,
longer poems with their many inclusions (as opposed to Poundian allusions) and their long
prosaic passages with bursts of lyric musicality.112 MacDiarmid respected Pound who wrote to
him warning of the dangers in the encyclopaedic method, ‘can’t write everything / all at once on
the same page.’113 MacDiarmid defended his prolixity (so unlike ‘Perfect’), ‘The multiplicity of
questions, references and allusions in my poem [In memoriam] recalls Baudelaire’s phrase
‘immense clavier of correspondences’... in connection with his sense of the diversity of
beauty.’114 He took poetry in a new direction, summed up in Robert Crawford’s claim that,
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‘MacDiarmid’s late poetry anticipates and articulates for the first time in English the world of
the computer with its database and hypertext systems.115
Basil Bunting curbed his prolixity, editing Briggflats from 20,000 down to 700 words.116 Keith
Tuma comments, ‘MacDiarmid's long poems in English, most of which seem to have been
intended as sections of one long poem of some twenty thousand lines that was to have been
entitled Mature Art but was never published as such.’117 MacDiarmid had ambitions for more
than learning, though it is debateable which of his poetries, the short lyrics, the poems in
Lallans, or the ambitious longer poems in English, support his argument that, ‘The function of
art is the extension of consciousness.’118 MacDiarmid wanted to extend the range and richness
of cognition, of stored information, and explore the richness and diversity of our experiences.
He would have been fascinated by the current work in the cognitive sciences. In the poem
‘Thalamus’,119 he talks of the ‘older, darker’ parts of the brain that provide:
‘The truths that all great thinkers have seen . . .
Of their thalamus – that Everest in themselves
Reason should have explored before it
As the corpora geniculata before any star
To know what and why men are.’120

There are other paths to achieving MacDiarmid’s breadth of ambition. Emily Dickinson’s
circumference was internal, rarely straying beyond her garden walls, and while not writing with
the scope of MacDiarmid, she scaled the world:
‘The Brain - is wider than the Sky For - put them side by side The one the other will contain
With ease - and You - beside...’
Emily Dickinson.121

And
‘My Business is Circumference –
An ignorance, not of Customs,
but if caught with the Dawn –
or the Sunset see me –
Myself the only Kangaroo among the Beauty.’
Emily Dickinson.122
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MacDiarmid’s poems, ranging from short poems like ‘Perfect’, to his work in Lallans, and the
later long discursive poems, demonstrate both his ambition and offer themes and models for
contemporary ambitions. Walter Moser notes that a shift has occurred, ‘from the question of the
transfer of knowledge towards the more general question of the transfer of discursive material.
If all knowledge is linked to discursive practice, all discursive practice is not necessarily
epistemological in nature.’ This thesis argues that poetry is a technique for cognition in its
broadest sense.123 This ambition for poetry has ebbed since Mathew Arnold, but MacDiarmid
shared Arnold’s hope, believing poetry could deal with everything, including the pre-historic
past and the technological future.124 In the early 1990s a group of Scottish poets became known
as ‘The Informationists’: (Robert Crawford, W.N. Herbert, David Kinloch, Peter McCarey,
Richard Price, and Alan Riach). They were interested in everything, from Scottish culture to
history to technology, and inspired variously, by MacDiarmid, who challenged poets to expand
poetry’s borders.125 Crawford affirms his importance for this same reason, as when he relates,
‘Les Murray declares laughingly, “I think a poet should know everything”.’126
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Chapter 10
1

Alexander Pope, ‘Essay on Man’ 1:6, The Complete Poetical Works of Alexander Pope, Ed., H.W.
Boynton, Student's Cambridge Edition, Houghton Mifflin Company, 1903.
2
In this morning’s newspaper Professor Galder of the University of Melbourne argues, ‘The connection
between adolescence and poetic self-expression is really strong. They want to express, in poetic form,
angst, love, alienation and their own marginalisation. Hip-hop takes those ideas even further.’ He goes on
to claim, more controversially, that ‘Hip-hop builds up young kids' capacity to remember and imitate, to
reproduce and to mimic. Those are very good disciplines. The really good thing about hip-hop from a
teacher's point of view is that it gives kids a poetic discipline.’ The Daily Telegraph, 5.6.2003. Hip-hop
does demonstrate the continuing power of poetry and the fluidity of the nature of a poem. And naturally,
an essay has already been written on Heidegger and hip-hop. Charles Mudede, ‘In the World with Hiphop
and Heidegger: A Philosophical Investigation into ‘I'm Feeling You.’ Repeated on a NZ WWW forum,
http://diaspora.gen.nz/pipermail/stupid-stuff/2000-October/000619.html. [DL 23.10.2002]
3
Sir Philip Sidney, ibid, 107.13.
4
To those who claim, ‘I don’t like poetry’, I respond by asking if their dislike includes nursery rhymes,
song lyrics, and Shakespeare? If they answer in the affirmative, I ask if this preference is based on
personal disgust, perhaps an unfortunate school experience of learning Victorian poems by rote and being
beaten for mistakes (as I was). I assure them that I have good evidence that both diachronically and
synchronically, theirs is a pathological condition.
5
Kenneth Buthlay comments on ‘Perfect’, ‘The above is the poem that Ezra Pound and the imagists
talked about but did not write, in which ‘the proper and perfect symbol is the natural object.’ See Kenneth
Buthlay, Hugh MacDiarmid, Oliver & Boyd, 1964, p89. It meets the criteria in terms of the program’s
three main tenets, articulated by Ezra Pound as:
1. direct treatment of the ‘thing’, whether subjective or objective;
2. using absolutely no word that does not contribute to the presentation; and
3. to compose in the sequence of the musical phrase, not in the sequence of the metronome.
Ezra Pound, ’A Few Don'ts for an Imagist’ in Literary Essays of Ezra Pound, Ed. T. S. Eliot, New
Directions Books, 1954. Pound begins with F.S. Flint’s three tenets of Imagism from 1913, the basis for
these subsequent formulations. He then announced his famous definition: 'An ‘Image’ is that which
presents an intellectual and emotional complex in an instant of time.' p4. In ‘As for Imagisme’ the tenets
are 1. as above; 2. good poetry should be at least as well written as prose; 3. ‘Poetry is a composition, or
an ‘organisation’ of words set to music’. The New Age, 28.1.1915, in Ezra Pound, Selected Prose 19091965, Faber 1973, p345. As Peter Wilson comments, ‘Perversely perhaps, the three tenets make no
attempt to define the image.’ A Preface to Ezra Pound, Longman, 1997, p94. Pound later turned from
Imagism to Vorticism, as a more dynamic and energised concept. The first tenet points to Pound’s
interest in Fenollosa and the Chinese ideographic method. They mistakenly believed that the meaning of
a word depends upon its physical structure, that meaning was directly given, not phonetic and thus
ideographic language 'bears true witness' to the real world. It does presume a transparency of language.
(Discussed in Chap 5). Ezra Pound, ’A Few Don'ts’, p44. See Ernest Fenollosa, The Chinese Written
Characters as a Medium for Poetry, (1919) Ed., Ezra Pound, San Francisco: City Lights Books, 1936.
Pound first read Fenollosa's text in 1913. Robert Bly, leader of what Robert Kelly termed (1961) the
‘deep image’ poets, complains: ‘But ‘Imagism’ was largely ‘Picturism’. An image and a picture differ in
that the image, being the natural speech of the imagination, can not be drawn from or inserted back into
the real world. It is an animal native to the imagination. Like Bonnefoy's ‘interior sea lighted by turning
eagles’, it cannot be seen in real life. A picture, on the other hand, is drawn from the objective ‘real’
world. ‘Petals on a wet black bough’ can actually be seen. ‘A Wrong-Turning in American Poetry’ in
Claims for Poetry. Ed., Donald Hall. Ann Arbor: U of Michigan P, 1982, p26. (Though Pound did define
an ‘image’ as ‘that which presents an intellectual and emotional complex in an instant of time.’)
6
Jennifer Rankin, Collected Poems, Ed., Judith Rodriguez, U of Queensland, 1990, p56. The poem from
Earth Hold, 1978, was written while on a residency at heron Island, a few months before she discovered
she had the cancer that killed her. John Kinsella finds skulls on a saltpan. His Finches are mostly alive but
the intimations are of death and the last line lingers with awkward personification and predictability.
The dead finch lies on salt, / tight-winged and stretched. / The others shimmer / loosely in heat / the salt's
white mystery / coveting tin cans, / skulls of sheep. / Slowly, death rides this hot glacier further and
further away. Dorothy Hewett and John Kinsella, Wheatlands, Fremantle Arts Centre Press, 2000.
7
Pigeons, (Columba livia - ‘columba’ is Latin for dove or pigeon; ‘livia’ means blue or blue-grey colour)
are Rock Doves, one of over 300 species of doves / pigeons in the world, native to the rocky European
coastline. Both males and females feed the young on a secretion of the lining of its crop called pigeon
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milk, more nutritious than human or cow milk but the same hormone stimulates production of both
pigeon and human milk. The rock dove is believed to be the first domesticated bird, c4500 B.C. first for
food then as a method for carrying messages and then as pets and hobby (racing pigeons can travel at
speeds up to 97 miles per hour, normal flight is between 15-35 mph). Once bonded, they remain mated
for life. They are remarkable birds we take for granted or treat as pests.
8
Mark O’Connor, ‘On a tern’s skeleton’, Reef Poems, UQP, 1976, p12. Or in ‘The Pairing of Terns’ –
‘riding the weird and unguessable surf of the air.’ p14.
9
‘In the boggy copse. Blue Dusk presses into their skulls Electrodes of stars... At dawn, fevered, They
flee to the field. All day They try to get some proper sleep without Losing sight of the grass. Panics Fling
them from hill to hill. They search everywhere For the safety that sleeps Everywhere in the closed faces
Of stones.’ Ted Hughes, Moortown, Harper, 1979.
10
‘The grin / Sank back, temporarily nonplussed/ Into the skull.’ ‘A Grin’, Crow, Faber (2nd Ed) 1974,
p29.
11
The poem of 1877 is addressed to Christ our Lord. The movement is sweeping: ‘Falcon in his riding /
Of the rolling level underneath him steady air, and striding / High there, how he rung upon the rein of a
wimpling wing / In his ecstasy! then off, off forth on swing, / As a skate’s heel sweeps smooth on a bowbend: the hurl and gliding / Rebuffed the big wind. My heart in hiding / Stirred for a bird,—the achieve
of; the mastery of the thing!’ The notion of mastery is bound with the notion of techne (discussed later).
12
‘Just as Hamlet, picking up a skull in the rich earth and bringing it close to his living face, finds a
gruesome image of himself... so beneath the human eye, this little hollow, spiral-shaped, calcareous body
summons up a number of thoughts, all inclusive . . .’ ‘Man and the Seashell’, Paul Valéry: an anthology,
Ed., James Lawler, Routledge & Kegan Paul, 1977, p134-5. Now a shell reminds one of Ron Silliman’s
use of the Fibonacci number sequence in ‘Tjanting.’ Paul Hoover comments that the sequence is a
building block in nature; he refers to the whorls on a mollusc shell. Paul Hoover Ed., Postmodern
American Poetry. New York: W.W. Norton, 1994. I created a form using the sequence as an acrostic in
‘Blackwattle Bay, 13 Fibonnaci sonnets’, which won the Mattara Poetry Prize in the 1980s.
13
In Paul Valéry, 1977, p117.
14
G.W.F. Hegel, ‘Lectures on Aesthetics’, in The Philosophy of Hegel, Ed., Carl J. Friedrich, New York:
Random House, The Modern Library Series, 1954, p334-5.
15
Organic unity sums up Hegel's metaphysical vision of the universe, the interconnectedness of all things,
perceptual and non-perceptual. Thus an artwork is a microcosm of the whole and provides an insight into
what is divine and transcendent.
16
In Paul Valéry: an anthology, Selected by James Lawler, Routledge & Kegan Paul, 1977, p113-5.
Antonin Artaud wrote the script for ‘The Seashell and the Clergyman’ (director Germaine Dulac angered
Artaud by softening its misogyny). The film is the first surrealist film preceding Bunuel and Dali's ‘Un
Chien Andalou’ by a year. It opens with the clergyman smashing glass beakers while pouring liquid from
one container to another, am army officer arrives, confiscates the clergyman’s seashell and it's liquid
contents then destroys the shell, spilling it's contents to the ground. He called his project ‘raw cinema.’
See ‘Witchcraft and Cinema’ in Artaud's Collected Works Vol 3 (Oeuvres completes), edited by Paule
Thevenin. Paris: Gallimard, (1956), 1976. Note the symbolism of the shell compared to the statement
beginning the ‘Un Chien Andelou’, ‘Nothing in this film symbolises anything.’
17
In the preface he writes, ‘In the matter of shells then, I did my best to define my ignorance, to organise
it, and above all to preserve it.’ p109. Anne N. Mairesse notes, ‘Valéry's attitude is far from nihilist—it
consists precisely of doing nothing, meaning it refuses to imprison thought in a work, be it of a literary,
philosophic, or more largely "artistic" nature. It is not a matter of engagement in one direction or another,
of adopting one or another ideology, or of creating a "work" in the classical sense of the term, but rather
and essentially of making oneself. We understand through this act that it is a matter first off of undoing
oneself and of constantly distrusting generally accepted ideas, in order to rethink man, so that a reorganized conscience can attain some degree of lucidity, as desperate as it may be.’ ibid, p1020
18
Paul Valéry, 1977, p126. (I discuss Zuhanden in Chapter 7)
19
Anne N. Mairesse, ‘He used poetry as an exercise for thought, just as he used philosophy, Descartes'
philosophy in particular, as a figure of representation and a power of thought. In doing so, however,
Valéry never claimed to be a philosopher, though it is far more surprising that he also refused to be
considered as a poet... Valéry was indeed a sort of anthropologist.’ ‘Return to Monsieur Teste?, or ‘What
is a man capable of?’: Valéry, Anthropologist of Modernity,’ MLN V117:5, 2002, p1006.
20
He writes of ‘a poetry of the marvels and emotions of the intellect’ which reveals the clean aesthetic of
the snail, in perfect proportion (between the shell and mollusc) compared to the gross scale of human
architecture. Francis Ponge calls snails saintly, ‘But saintly in what? In their precise obedience to their
own nature. Know yourself, then, first of all. And accept yourself as you are. Along with your flaws. In
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proportion with your own measure.’ Francis Ponge: Selected Poems, Ed., Margaret Guiton. Transl.
Margaret Guiton, John Montague and C.K. Williams. London: Faber & Faber, (First pub. Wake Forest,
1994).
21
Snyder has broadened his Zen and environmental perspectives to include bioregionalism and Gaia.
22
Quoted by Jennifer Wallace, ‘Swampy's Smart Set’ The Times Higher Education Supplement, 4 July
1997, p15.
23
Paul Hoover Ed., Postmodern American Poetry. New York: W.W. Norton, 1994. The sequence is an
arithmetic progression adding two prior numbers to derive a sequence. 1+1=2, 1+2=3, 2+3=5, 3+5=8,
and so on. Silliman’s last paragraph takes up 120 pages. I used the sequence to explore form in a
sequence of 13 line sonnets that were multi-acrostic, ‘Blackwattle Bay’ in A Measure Of Place, Penguin,
1993. Ron Silliman, ‘Tjanting’, in In the American Tree, Ed., Ron Silliman. Orono, ME: National Poetry
Foundation, 1986. It is an example of his formal concerns to abandon the line for the ‘New Sentence.’
Silliman says he was wondering, ‘for at least five years: what would class struggle look like, viewed as a
form. Would such a form be useable in writing?’ Charles Bernstein, ‘‘Narrating Narration:The Shapes of
Ron Silliman’s Work’ in Content’s Dream: Essays, 1975-1984,
Northwestern UP, Avant-Garde & Modernism Studies Series, 1986, p27. John Hollander's Reflections on
Espionage (1976) also uses the sequence as a code in a poem concerning an espionage network.
24
‘Blackwattle Bay - 13 Fibonacci sonnets’ – Mattara Poetry Prize winner, 1989, collected in A Measure
of Place, Penguin, 1993.
25
One of three poems in Colin Simms, Movement, Pig Press, 1980. ‘His writing is characterised by a
remarkable blend of scientific precision and poetic innovativeness. Simms describes himself as ‘owing
much to modern poets mainly, including MacDiarmaid, Bunting, Mottram, some North Americans…’ ; A
Celebration of the Stones in a Water-Course, Galloping Dog Press, 1981; Eyes Own Ideas, Pig Press,
Durham, 1987); Goshawk Lives, Form Books, London, 1995; In Afghanistan. Poems 1986-1994 (2nd,
expanded edition, Writers' Forum, London, 2001; Poems to Basil Bunting (2nd, expanded edition,
Writers' Forum, London, 2001.
26
J.H.Prynne, Poems, Bloodaxe; Freemantle Arts Press, 1999, p84-86. Other poets, who incorporate
science into their poetry, range from Lucretius to WH Auden and Marianne Moore.
27
‘The White Stones’ (1969) J.H.Prynne, Poems, Bloodaxe; Freemantle Arts Press, 1999, p67.
28
‘The White Stones does not concern itself with what is ordinarily understood to be craftsmanship.’
Nigel Wheale, ‘Expense: J. H. Prynne's The White Stones’, Grosseteste Review 12, 1979, p103-118.
29
James Keery, ‘Strictly English: A Romantic Reading of 'On the Matter of Thermal Packing' by J. H.
Prynne’, fragmente 3, 1991, p42-50.
30
Vance Maverick, ‘Partial Reading: J. H. Prynne's "On the Matter of Thermal Packing",
http://www.bath.ac.uk/~exxdgdc/lynx/lynx311.html. [DL 9.3.2000]
31
Peter Riley, Lines on the Liver, Ferry Press. 1981.
32
Peter Riley, Tracks and Mineshafts, Grosseteste Press, 1983.
33
Peter Riley, Alstonefield, Shearsman/Oasis, 1995.
34
Peter Riley, Excavations, the complete poem Reality Street Editions, 2004.
35
Mathias notes how Riley ‘quoted, modified, rearranged and condensed texts taken from Mortimer
(mostly in italics), are passages in boldface deriving chiefly from early English song and madrigal verse
along with passages in Roman type linking, mediating, questioning or reconciling elements among the
"found" materials . .’John Matthias, ‘British Poetry at Y2K’ EBR 10, 2000,
http://www.altx.com/ebr/ebr10/10mat.htm. [SL 4.6.2001]. Keith Tuma notes, ‘Having looked at the
Mortimer some, I know that his massive text is used in an idiosyncratic way too, so that what appears by
virtue of italics and such to be boundaries between incorporated text and your own writing is actually
quite fluid: Mortimer's own tropes are picked up here and there.’ Keith Tuma, ‘An Interview with Peter
Riley’, The Gig 4/5, rpt, Jacket 11, http://jacketmagazine.com/11/riley-iv-by-tuma.html.
36
Keith Tuma, ‘An Interview with Peter Riley’, ibid. A middle section states, ‘Indeed my notion of the
originary function of poetry is as a song interlude in a narrative, as in the Scandinavian epics, or an
interlude of ecstasis and consolidation in a narrative called living. A static or elliptical or self-involving
structure set in a continuum, which reflects greater distances than the story. I don't see what's wrong, if
the poetry is going to be that wholly involving performance, in assisting the reader into it by setting it in a
recognizable world of time/place/thought... But not necessarily autobiographical or even factual. It's
actually helpful, it makes it a lot easier to enter the poetical condition, and it doesn't substitute for or
reduce the poem.’
37
James Fenton, The Memory of War: Poems 1968-1982. Edinburgh: Salamander Press, 1982.
38
In an interview with Andrew Motion, quoted by Dana Gioia, ‘The Rise of James Fenton’, The Dark
Horse, No. 8/Autumn 1999 and No.9/10/Summer 2000,
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http://www.danagioia.net/essays/efenton.htm. [DL 5.6.2002]
39
Shelley §31. Or §59 ‘A Poem is the very image of life expressed in its eternal truth.’ Percy Bysshe
Shelley, Defence of Poetry’, Shelley 1994. Bodleian Library Ms. Shelley e.6. At
http://library.utoronto.ca/www/utel/rp/criticism/shell_il.html. Shelley supposes a poem to potentially be
transcendent. Robert Duncan repeats this belief in ‘Towards an Open Universe.’ He wrote, ‘Central to
and defining the poetics I am trying to suggest here is the conviction that the order man may contrive or
impose upon the things about him or upon his own language is trivial beside the divine order or natural
order he may discover in them’ in Poets on poetry, Ed., Howard Nemerov, Basic Books, 1966, p139.
40
Then there’s Derrida’s anti-foundational textual notion that ‘the artist’, ‘the real’ and ‘God’ are all
‘transcendental signifiers.’ Derrida claims, that the ‘metaphysics of presence is irrepressible desire for
transcendental signified presence, the thing itself, or truth.’ Jacques Derrida, Of Grammatology, trans.
Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak, Baltimore: Johns Hopkins UP, 1977, p49. Joseph O'Leary warns,
‘"Metaphysics" is a slippery term, commonly used in a vast variety of senses, and people who talk of
"overcoming metaphysics" are likely to find that the phrase assumes different connotations from context
to context, connotations which have a way of changing places quickly and unnoticed unless subject to
vigilant reflexive control.’ Joseph S. O'Leary, Questioning Back: The Overcoming of Metaphysics in
Christian Tradition, Minneapolis, Winston Press, 1985, p6-7. Rorty prefers the Derrida who, he claims,
(despite the impossibility of deconstructing the foundationlessness, and provisionality of deconstruction)
later abandoned the transcendental project of an ‘ironist theory’ which is at the core Of Grammatology,
replacing it with ‘private allusions’ by ‘falling back on private fantasy.’ Richard Rorty, Contingency,
Irony, and Solidarity, Cambridge/New York, Cambridge UP, 1989, p122, 125. What both these thinkers
share is notion that deconstruction is not a philosophical stance but a practice, one tied to textual
interpretation. Rorty thinks Derrida, but more particularly his disciples of deconstruction, exaggerated its
social and political dimensions Rorty, Achieving Our Country: Leftist Thought in Twentieth-Century
America, Harvard UP, 1998, p96ff.
41
‘Poetry, accompanied by the Idea, is perfect Music, and cannot be anything else.’ Stéphane Mallarmé,
Selected Poetry and Prose. Ed., Mary Ann Caws, New York: New Directions, 1982, p83. However,
symbols only emerge as significant and meaningful in the context of ongoing interactions within the
environment of social groups. Claude Debussy shared these ideas, ‘What I wanted from music was its
freedom – which it possesses perhaps more than any other art, in that it is not limited to giving a more or
less exact reproduction of nature, but rather it is a question of the mysterious correspondences between
Nature and the imagination.’ note April 1902, CD booklet to Debussy, ‘Pelleas et Melisande’, Naïve
label, p26. Swinburne thought poetry could aspire to sleep even, poetry inspired the spirit which ‘hungers
and thirsts only after the perfect sleep.’ Notes to ‘The Garden of Proserpine’, in The Cambridge Guide to
Literature in English, Ed., Ian Ousby, Cambridge UP, 1992, p380. Music has no need of the outside
world. J.S. Bach had no time for travel or walks in the countryside, in the 1720s he produced so much
music while teaching and having some of his 21 children, writing in a cramped situation, with his two
volumes of Luther’s works and a bible, not tinkling on a pianoforte just writing the music out. Helga
Thoene demonstrates the extent of the numerology and religious symbolism that lie behind some of
Bach's instrumental works. Andrew Clements, ’Secret sonatas’, The Guardian, 2.11.2001. Music is
similar to poetry in that both resist linguistic analysis yet have a formidable technical language which
helps or hinders kinds of discourse. Stanley Cavell has observed that, ‘The serious attempt to articulate a
response to a piece of music where more than reverie, has characteristically stimulated mathematics or
metaphysics--as though music has never quite become one of the facts of life, but shunts between an
overwhelming directness and an overweening mystery. . . the absence of humane music criticism seems
particularly striking against the fact that music has, among the arts, the most, perhaps the only, systematic
and precise vocabulary for the description and analysis of its objects. Somehow that possession must
itself be a liability.’ ‘Music Discomposed’ in Stanley Cavell, Must We Mean What We Say? (1969) New
York: Cambridge UP, 1977, p185-6. Robert Crawford claims MacDiarmid composed lines that in ‘the
new combinations of the modern world produce a mind-stretching, ear-bending music.’ ibid, p221
42
Helen Vendler selects, TS Eliot’s ‘The Love Song of J Alfred Prufrock’, Milton’s ‘L'Allegro, Keats’
‘On First Looking into Chapman's Homer’, and Sylvia Plath’s ‘The Colossus’ in Coming of Age as a
Poet: Milton, Keats, Eliot, Plath, Harvard UP, 2003.
43
Symbolism spread across the globe. In Russia it came late but was a powerful movement. Nikolai
Berdyaer, ‘All true art is symbolic: it is a bridge between two worlds, it evokes a more profound reality
and it is the essence of true reality.’ (1916) Quoted Alan Bird, A History of Russian Painting, Phaidon,
1987, p167. Others emphasised that poetry should aspire to the first art, that of music, eg. Andrei Bely. A
year later, following the Russian Revolution, Futurism set the Russian arts agenda.

A New Defence of Poetry - and New Possibilities from Hypertext to Ecopoetry

128

44

‘The symbolists dealt in “association,” that is, in a sort of allusion, almost of allegory. They degraded a
symbol to the status of a word.... The symbolists’ symbols have a fixed value, like numbers in arithmetic.’
Ezra Pound, ‘Vorticism’ in Gaudier-Brzeska: A Memoir, (1914), New York: New Directions, 1961, p84.
45
John McCole, Walter Benjamin and the Antinomies of Tradition, Ithica, Cornell UP, 1993, p136.
46
J. M. Balkin convincingly argues for a reappraisal of the term transcendent, which he reads as: 1, a
value that can never be perfectly realised and against which all concrete examples are incomplete; 2. a
value that appears as a demand or longing. It call out for us to enact it in our culture and institutions; 3 a
value that is inchoate and indeterminate, which is articulated through culture but never fulfilled; and 4. a
value the existence of is presupposed by some essential aspect of human life or activity. Thus the
argument for the existence of a transcendental value if transcendental. J. M. Balkin, Cultural Software,
Yale UP, 1998, p143ff. Like any other concept, our most closely held moral principles and concepts have
prototype structures not essentialist structures, which offers flexibility but not objectivity. (Prototype
theory goes back to Eleanor Rosch, ‘Cognitive Representations of Semantic Categories’, Journal of
Experimental Psychology: General, 104, 1975, p192-233). Mark Johnson is critical of ‘moral absolutism’
where, ‘reason is defined by an abstract structure that stands above and transcends any particular instance
of reasoning in actual historical contexts.’ Mark Johnson Moral Imagination - Implications of Cognitive
Science for Ethics, U of Chicago P,1993, p108.
Mathew Arnold though talked of the humanist need for ‘the disinterested pursuit of perfection.’ ‘I have
been trying to show that culture is, or ought to be, the study and pursuit of perfection; and that of
perfection as pursued by culture, beauty and intelligence, or, in other words, sweetness and light, are the
main characters.’ Culture and Anarchy, (1882) Third Ed, London: Smith, Elder & Co, 1869, Chap 2, p47.
Perfection is a religious term and Arnold wanted ‘to give art the position of religion’, which is now
common. I quote from Janet McCann, Wallace Stevens Revisited: "The Celestial Possible", New York:
Twayne Publishers, 1995, p93.
47
Creating poems, like any human practice, has no end in sight. Artistic practice is about ongoing
challenges – humans are always on the brink of saying something, artists of poiesis. Poets often strive to
master poetry, which even with a small lyric poem can become a time consuming even obsessional reach
for perfection. A poem can go though hundreds of drafts or one. In a letter June 22, 1879, Hopkins wrote:
‘I shall shortly send you an amended copy of The Windhover: the amendment only touches a single line, I
think, but as that is the best thing I ever wrote I should like you to have it in its best form.’
http://www.bartleby.com/122/1000.html#12. [DL 19,4.2001]
48
Literary Essays of Ezra Pound, (1921) Ed., TS Eliot, New Directions 1954, p444.
49
Jones wrote In Parenthesis between 1927 and 1932 (authorities differ), it was published in 1937. It is a
rich mix of the colloquial and religious, the dense and allusive, the funny and sacrificial. He wrote, ‘I
have written it in a kind of space between - I don’t know between quite what - but as you turn aside to do
something; and because... the war itself was in parenthesis . . .’ Quoted in Elizabeth Ward, 1983, p79.
Jones was a conservative and had a notion of ‘Welsh Wales’, based on the old foundations of agriculture
and religion. He was aware of the vorticist and modernist trends in the arts, though did not read The
Cantos until the late 1950s.
50
‘The dispersed nature of the thematic splintering of Welsh poetry is not due to a failure to follow . . a
classical convention.... Anerin, Gwalchmai, Cynndelw and Hywel ab Owain were not trying to write
poems that would real like Greek temples or even Gothic cathedrals but, rather, like stone circles or the
contour-following rings of the forts from which they fought, with hidden ways slipping from one ring to
another. More obviously, their writings was like interwoven inventions preserved in early Celtic
manuscripts and on stone crosses, where what happens in a corner is as important as what happens at the
centre, because often there is no centre.’ Foreword to The Burning Tree, Ed., and trans. Gwyn Williams,
London, Faber, 1956, p15.
51
‘Talking of names etc . . I realise that they mean virtually nothing to the reader. That’s why I thought it
necessary to append all those bloody notes (that people complain of so much) . . but I’m becoming more
& more doubtful of this way of carrying on. It’s not just names or being able to pronounce them, it
involves a whole complex of associations.’ Quoted in Elizabeth Ward, David Jones Mythmaker,
Manchester UP, 1983, p148. David Jones, Letters to a friend. Swansea: Triskele Books, 1980, p 80-1.
52
Jacques Maritain, Creative Intuition in Art and Poetry, A. W. Mellon Lectures in the Fine Arts,
Bollingen Series 35, Princeton: Princeton UP, 1953.
53
‘Poetry of the Present’, Introduction to the American edition of New Poems, New York: B. W.
Huebsch, 1920. Lawrence cited Whitman as a poet of the new free verse, but could have cited
MacDiarmid’s Lallans, or his longer poems.
54
Quoted (via Philippe Jaccottet) by Mark Treharne MT, in Through an Orchard, trans. M. Treharne,
Aquila, 1978, p39.
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55

MacDiarmid did apologise for his 'unconscious plagiarism'. There are other examples though. In ‘The
Kind of Poetry I Want’ (1961) MacDiarmid projects himself as being: ‘Not like a man who works that he
may live/ But as one who is bent on doing nothing but work, a direct quote from Thomas Mann's story
‘Tonio Kroger.’ MacDiarmid said, the poem ‘would not appear again over my name.’ But Glyn Jones has
given permission to recent editors. See account in Complete Poems, Ed. M. Grieve & W. Aitken,
Carcenet, 1993, p572. The story gets stranger, ‘Perfect’ was replaced in collections by ‘Beyond Desire’ a
copy, even typographically. of part of Hart Crane’s The Bridge’. See chapiter 3 ‘The First Person’, esp.
p176-8, Alan Riach, Hugh MacDiarmid: Epic Poetry, Edinburgh UP, 1991. This is quite unlike the
jokester artist Marcel Broodthaers who prepared versions of Mallarmé’s ‘Un Coup de Des Jamais
n’abolira le Hansard’, including giving his name as author on the cover. Marcel Broodthaers, intro Marge
Goldwater, Rizzoli, 1989, p47-48. (Magritte first gave him a copy of the poem).
56
Socrates thought poets produce poems through the divine Muses who instil poetry in anyone who is a
poet, like Tynnichus ‘who never made a poem anyone would think worth mentioning, except for... almost
the most beautiful lyric poem there is.’ (Plato, Ion 534d).
57
Veronica Forrest-Thomson experimented in rearranging prose as verse, and found that the ‘poetic
artifice’ alone changes ‘expectations, modes of attention, and interpretive strategies [without] any
alteration of the linguistic material itself.’ And this includes the silent margins corralling the text, partly a
matter of giving a line due weight and partly a typographical convention of poetry that helps ‘make poetry
different from prose.‘ Veronica Forrest-Thomson, Poetic Artifice: A Theory of Twentieth-Century Poetry,
Manchester UP, 1978, p22, ix. Thus poetry need not be language made strange through diction, syntax or
non-referentiality. I argue that ordinary language has poetic properties, poetry has become a discourse and
a history, which can be easily referenced by the use of rhyme. Dana Gioia, a new formalist, reworks
William Carlos Williams’ poem ‘The Red Wheelbarrow’ (Part XXI of Spring and All), which he calls
‘the most famous American free verse poem of the twentieth century.’ He rewrites the couplets into one
couplet: ‘so much depends upon a red wheel barrow/ glazed with rain water beside the white chickens.’
Then points out that these are, ‘two rather undistinguished lines of blank verse. I think Dr. Williams knew
this and chose the form he actually used for reasons of poetics.’ Dana Gioia, ‘Can Poetry Matter?’, The
Atlantic Monthly, May, 1991, in Can Poetry Matter? Essays on Poetry and American Culture. St. Paul:
Graywolf Press, 1992. Gioia does not consider Williams’ original form as form but Hugh Kenner
correctly points out it is, ‘Not only is what the sentence says banal, if you heard someone say it you’d
wince. But hammered on the typewriter into a thing made, and this without displacing a single word
except typographically, the... words exist in a different zone.’ Hugh Kenner, The Pound Era. Berkeley: U
California P, 1971, p60.
58
Poetry written in prose originated in tension in 1845. Baudelaire was reading De Quincey, using
hashish and opium and worrying that the drugs would weaken his art and his will. The following year
Baudelaire attempted suicide and wrote the first piece of prose poetry (‘Salon de 1846’). Later he wrote
‘Les petits poemes en prose’ mostly rewrites of famous poems from Les Fleurs du Mal that do not
simplify the poetry but extend its reach and territory.
59
Rosemary Huisman, The Written Poem: Semiotic Conventions from Old to Modern English.
Continuum,1998 p25. She writes, ‘Or as I’d prefer to says in Bourdieu’s terms, part of the habitus, the
individual’s disposition to interpret, a disposition which is produced through the personal trajectory of a
socially and historically situated subject, who recognises (nor not) poetic discourses in it lineation and
who then invokes (or is unable to invoke) practices of interpretation deemed appropriate to poetry.’ p25. I
would argue that a more expanded notion of the subject in terms of a poetic language animal who uses
techne, extelligence and scaffolding reduces the weight given here to a sociological description {See Part
1, esp. Chapters 12 & 4].
60
Rosemary Huisman, 1998, p19.
61
‘I have been writing for the most part the kind of poetry indicated in ‘The Kind of Poetry I want’
selection of Lucky Poet and have ceased almost altogether, to write lyrical poems, or to write in Scots... a
necessary detour, from which I will return to write in a new kind of lyric again in enriched Scots... So in
the meantime I am continuing to pour out long non-lyrical learned and argumentative pieces which may
or may not be called poetry – that is a matter of definition.’ Letter to Miss Amey, 7.2.1952, New &
Selected Letters, Ed., D. Grieve et al, Carcanet, 2001, p289. In Jean Cocteau’s 1950 film, ‘Orphee’,
Orpheus is a famous middle-aged poet As he listens to odd phrases form a mystic Rolls Royce car radio,
phrases like ‘The bird sings with its fingers,’ he asks, ‘Does one know what is poetry and what’s not
poetry?’ For (unknowingly) plagiarising such surreal lines he was stoned then shot.
62
Pierre Bourdieu argues, ‘One must replace the ontological question with the historical question of the
genesis of the universe, that is the artistic field, within which, through a veritable continuous creation, the
value of the work of art is endlessly produced and reproduced.’ ‘The Historical Genesis of a Pure
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Aesthetic’ in The Field of Cultural Production, Ed., Randal Johnson, Columbia UP, 1993, p259.
Traditional societies view the universe as a PROCESS set in motion by a mysterious energy (or being)
often a life force that is ongoing so nature is seen as a living entity, and art is used to celebrate this energy
or used ritually to manage it. Many cultures preserve relics, objects touched by contact and presence of
the supernatural, which form the ethnographic collections of museums, and is conceived as art.
63
'What line breaks add to prose prosody is a connection between eye and ear which emphasizes the
nature of the language by ... creating units of intent and emphasis, and by contouring the meloding pitch
changes in the narrative-line.' Diane Wakoski, ‘Eye & Ear: A Manifesto’ The Ohio Review, 38, 1987,
p17. The line is a powerful tool of formal verse, but also modernism (WC Williams, Robert Duncan) but
prose, the sentence, the page have become poetic units also (Discussed later). As Auden said, 'So often,
when reading 'free' verse, I can see no reason why a line ends where it does; why the poet did not write it
out as a prose-poem.' W.H. Auden, 'On Technique', Agenda V10:4, 1972.
64
Richard Rorty, ‘I assume that Bloom would be willing to extend the reference of 'poet' beyond those
who write verse, and to use it in the large, generic sense in which I am using it -- so that Proust and
Nabokov, Newton and Darwin, Hegel and Heidegger, also fall under the term.’ Rorty ponders, ‘Perhaps
we philosophers, even [Charles] Taylor himself, are still working with pre-Romantic ideas, ideas which
those poets hoped to make obsolete. Perhaps we have not yet caught up with those poets, not yet glimpsed
the horizon of significance within which they wrote... Maybe Wordsworth and Rilke can help us find a
horizon of significance within which is no more anthropocentric than it is theocentric, no more
subjectivist than it is metaphysical.’ Richard Rorty, ‘From In a Flattened World’, review of Charles
Taylor, London Review of Books, 8 April 93, p3. Gadamer defines horizon as ‘the range of vision that
includes everything that can be seen from a particular vantage point.’ Gadamer, Truth and Method,
(1960) 1975, p269. Yet in an important passage on creating social solidarity, Rorty fails to mention
poetry, ‘this process of coming to see other human beings as ‘one of us’ rather than ‘them’ is a matter of
detailed description of what unfamiliar people are like and of redescription of what we ourselves are like.
This task is not for theory but for genres... especially the novel... the novel, the movie, and the TV
program have, gradually but steadily, replaced the sermon and treatise as the principal vehicles of moral
change and progress.’ Contingency, Irony, and Solidarity, Cambridge University Press, 1989, pxvi. Rorty
cites Kundera's fiction as preferable to philosophical works of Heidegger because, ‘What the novelist
finds especially comic is the attempt to privilege one [set of] descriptions, to take it as an excuse for
ignoring all the others.’ Essays on Heidegger and Others: Philosophical Papers, v 2, Cambridge
University Press, 1991, p74. Progress as a concept is a recent Victorian invention and as such technically
ideological. ‘The tendency to scientize all progress often leads us to disregard the importance of the
heuristic power of the poetic in what comes to be.’ Donald Theall, Beyond the Word: Reconstructing
Sense in the Joyce Era of Technology, Culture, and Communication. Toronto: U of Toronto P, 1995,
p265.
65
Martha Nussbaum uses Aristotle’s concept of phronesis to insist on the uniqueness of each person and
the qualitative aspects of each person's experience. In Love’s Knowledge Nussbaum uses the fiction of
Proust, Henry James and Dickens, among others, to claim that the emotions are not necessarily opposed
to reason. Martha C. Nussbaum, Love’s Knowledge: Essays on Philosophy and Literature, Oxford UP,
1990. In Poetic Justice she uses further fiction texts, particularly, Dickens' Hard Times to argue for a
moral philosophy dependent on imaginative sympathy for others Martha C. Nussbaum, Poetic Justice:
The Literary Imagination and Public Life, Beacon, 1996. Her argument parallels Shelley’s in §88 The
great instrument of moral good is the imagination: and poetry administers to the effect by acting upon the
cause.’ Though Alan Jacobs reminds us, ‘Nussbaum has loaded her dice by using novels whose overt
purpose is precisely to generate sympathy for marginal figures.’ Alan Jacobs, ‘Martha Nussbaum, Poet's
Defender’, First Things 66, October 1996, p37-41. Review of Poetic Justice: The Literary Imagination
and Public Life. By Martha C. Nussbaum. Beacon. http://www.firsthings.com. [DL 12.2.2004]
66
Jerome MacGann, The Romantic Ideology, Chicago: U of Chicago P, 1983, p66.
67
As the late Edwin Morgan wrote 'In Argyll', 'We found the poet's skull on the machair./ It must have
bobbed ashore from that shipwreck / where the winged men went down in rolling dreck /... Now he needs
neither claws nor tongue to tell / of things undying.' Edwin Morgan 'In Argyll' from Sonnets from
Scotland, 1984, Collected Poems, Carcanet, 1990, p438. Bhaktin wrote, dialogic relationships ‘are an
almost universal phenomenon, permeating all human speech and all relationships and manifestations of
human life -- in general, everything that has meaning and significance.’ M. Bakhtin, Problems of
Dostoevsky's Poetics. Trans. Caryl Emerson, Minneapolis: U of Minnesota P, 1984, p270. For Bakhtin,
‘There is neither a first word nor a last word. The contexts of dialogue are without limit. They extend into
the deepest past and the most distant future. Even meanings born in dialogues of the remotest past will
never be finally grasped once and for all, for they will always be renewed in later dialogue. At any present
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moment of the dialogue there are great masses of forgotten meanings, but these will be recalled again and
again at a given moment in the dialogue's later course when it will be given new life. For nothing is
absolutely dead: every meaning will some day have its homecoming festival. M.Bhaktin, ‘Methodology
for the Human Sciences,’ (1986) Speech Genres and Other Late Essays, trans. Vern McGee, Ed., Caryl
Emerson & Michael Holquist. Austin: U of Texas P, 1979, p170.
68
MacDiarmid blamed Burns for the sentimental self-satisfaction of twentieth-century Scottish writing:
''Burns led directly to this sorry pass through his anti-intellectualism and his xenophobia. It is nonsense to
say that he embodies all the great elements of the Scottish tradition when in these two main respects he in
fact completely betrayed it.'' Burns Today and Tomorrow (1959), quoted by Alan Bold, ‘o grate ... and yet
to be great’, http://www.standrews.co.uk/burns/HERALDWRITINGS/feature6.html He called for
‘Dunbar not Burns.’ MacDiarmid wrote, ‘This renewed impetus / Towards the local and the vernacular /
Implies a changing conception of culture, / No longer a hothouse growth but rooted.’ Hugh MacDiarmid,
Complete Poems, vol. 1, Ed. Michael Grieve and W. R. Aitken, Brian and O'Keeffe, 1978, p653.
69
MacDiarmid was much more involved in politics than most poets. He supported Mussolini, flirted with
Nazism then became a Stalinist, even rejoining the Communist Party in 1956 when members were
leaving because of Soviet intervention in Hungary. MacDiarmid was a founder- member of the Scots
Nationalist Party, which expelled him when he joined the Communist Party. He ran unsuccessfully for
Parliament. Kinross and West Perthshire General Election, 1964; Sir Alec Douglas-Home (Con.) 16, 659;
A. Forester (Lab.) 4, 687; A. Donaldson (Scot. Nat) 3, 522; Dr. C.M. Grieve (Comm.) 127.
70
‘Walter Perrie reads the poem as reacting against Romanticism’s history of successive retreats from the
language of social public usage.’ But as Riach points out, the language is too obscure for that. Riach.
1991. Donald Davie both criticises and admires, noting, ‘His writings, wasteful though they are, and
dishonest, and self-aggrandising, still add up to a personal witness unlike any other and not replaceable by
any other.’ Donald Davie, ‘Can literary history be permitted?’ Agenda: An Anthology, Ed., W Cookson,
1994, p301. Of MacDiarmid's encyclopaedic poetics, Cox writes, ‘Brilliantly as his catalogues of
particulars are written they are not, like those of Joyce or Rabelais, games of a mind exulting in its
virtuosity but Whitman-like acts of humility and wonder. The middle-ground he was ignorant of and
uninterested in.’ Kenneth Cox, ‘The Poetry of Hugh MacDiarmid’, Scripsi 3-4, 1982. Reprinted in
Agenda 24-25, winter-spring 1987, p64. Ian Hamilton talks of, ‘the prosy dreariness of his maturity.’
2002. Elliot Weinberger prefers the later, longer poems with their many inclusions (as opposed to
Poundian allusions) and their long prosaic passages with bursts of lyric musicality. Weinberger relates
their prosody to Scottish piping and Indian ragas, ‘dependent on the counterpoint (MacDiarmid would say
dialectic) between a continuous drone and bursts of melody.’ Elliot Weinberger, Selected Poetry: Hugh
MacDiarmid. Ed., Alan Riach and Michael Grieve, Intro. Eliot Weinberger. New York: New Directions,
1993, pxvii.
71
Ian Hamilton, ‘It was all Greek to HD’, The Guardian 23.3.2002, www.books.guardian.co.uk/extracts/
story/0,6761,672362,00.html. [DL 26.3.2002] In the thesis I examine information in relation to ecopoetry
and hypertext. Ammons 'Essay on Poetics' begins with a suggestion:
Take in a lyric information
totally processed, interpenetrated into
wholeness . . .' AR Ammons, Selected Longer Poems, W.W. Norton, 1980, p30.
72
Edwin Morgan, PN Review. Jan 1993, p19.
73
‘In Gaelic nature poetry he [MacDiarmid] found a praise of place and the minutest detail of nature
which delights in diversity rather than homogeneity.’ Ursula Kimpel, ‘Contemporary Scottish Poetry in
between Cultures’, Lothar Fietz and Hans-Werner Ludwig, Poetry in the British Isles: Non-Metropolitan
Perspectives, Cardiff: Wales UP, 1995, p142.
74
Robert Crawford, The modern poet: poetry, Academia, and Knowledge since the 1750s, OUP, 2001,
p215.
75
George Steiner asks, ‘How can the language-act most charged with the intent of communication, of
reaching out to touch the listener or reader in his inmost, be opaque, resistant to immediacy and
comprehension?’ George Steiner, "On Difficulty," in his On Difficulty and Other Essays, New York:
OUP, 1978, p18. He proposes four poetic types of difficulty: referential, modal, tactical, and ontological
difficulty. T. S. Eliot gave the classic opinion, ‘We can only say that it appears likely that poets in our
civilisation, as it exists at present, must be difficult. Our civilisation comprehends great variety and
complexity, and this variety and complexity, playing upon a refined sensibility, must produce various and
complex results. The poet must become more and more comprehensive, more allusive, more indirect, in
order to force, to dislocate if necessary, language into his meaning.’ T.S. Eliot, ‘The Metaphysical Poets’
(1921), in Selected Essays, 3d ed., London: Faber and Faber, 1951, p289.
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76

Dedication to Don Juan 1821 L13 –16, ‘And Coleridge, too, has lately taken wing, / But like a hawk
encumber'd with his hood,- / Explaining metaphysics to the nation- / I wish he would explain his
Explanation.’ Byron was probably referring to Coleridge's recent The Statesman's Manual (1816),
Biographia Literaria and Lay Sermon (1817), and The Friend (1818). European poetry since the 19th C
has had a tradition of difficulty, of ‘hermeticism’ and been more sympathetic to the opaque and elliptic.
Geoffrey Hill states, ‘In my view, difficult poetry is the most democratic, because you are doing your
audience the honour of supposing that they are intelligent human beings. So much of the populist poetry
of today treats people as if they were fools. And that particular aspect, and the aspect of the forgetting of a
tradition, go together.’ Robert Potts ‘The praise singer’ interview with Geoffrey Hill, The Guardian, 10.8.
2002. Both men are difficult and obsessed poets. Hill, ‘I cannot turn aside from what I do’, from the
sonnet sequence ‘Lachrimae’, in Tenebrae, Andre Deutsch,1978, p15. The most famous quote on
difficulty is, ‘The poem must resist the intelligence / Almost successfully.’ Wallace Stevens wrote in
1949 in 'Man Carrying Thing.' Collected Poems of Wallace Stevens, ibid, p350.
77
Robert Crawford says of ‘On the Raised Beach’ ‘takes the form of the knowledge-base or dictionary.’
2001, p215.
78
Bunting on MacDiarmid, Agenda Vol 8/3-4, Winter 1970, p117&119
79
Mark O’Connor, ‘The Diver’, Fire-stick Farming, Hale & Iremonger, 1990, p100.
80
‘The prime difficulty of your poetry-The Cantos-so far as contemporary readers are concerned is the
intensely masculine mode. This is an age of psychologism and womb-worship. Your clear resonance and
etched contours are intolerable for twilight readers who repose only in implications.’ (letter 16 June 1948)
Edwin Barton, ‘On the Ezra Pound/ Marshall McLuhan correspondence’, McLuhan Studies: Premiere
Issue http://www.chass.utoronto.ca/mcluhan-studies/v1_iss1/1_1index.htm#toc. [DL. 6.5 2001]
81
This early poem was attempting to present psychological reality of the life of an Italian troubadour
Sordello, and real characters, like a novel, but through the dramatic monologue. In later editions
Browning added an explanatory preface.
82
Ezra Pound, The Cantos, New Directions, 1973
83
Kenneth Buthlay, 1964.
84
Seamus Heaney, ‘Tradition and an individual Talent’ in Preoccupations: Selected prose 1968-78,
Faber, 1980, p197.
85
Though Kenneth Cox wrote, ‘Brilliantly as his catalogues of particulars are written they are not, like
those of Joyce or Rabelais, games of a mind exulting in its virtuosity but Whitman-like acts of humility
and wonder. The middle-ground he was ignorant of and uninterested in Kenneth Cox, ‘The Poetry of
Hugh MacDiarmid’, Scripsi 3-4 (1982), reprinted in Agenda 24-25, winter-spring 1987, p64.
86
‘The vernacular is a vast unutilized mass of lapsed observation made by minds whose attitudes to
experience and whose speculative and imaginative tendencies were quite different from any possible to
Englishmen and Anglicized Scots today. It is an inchoate Marcel Proust—a Dostoevskian debris of
ideas—an inexhaustible quarry of significant sound.... The revival of the Scots Vernacular is being
retarded simply because of the fact that the majority of writers in the Vernacular have only a patois
knowledge of it—not an educated knowledge—and are not to any useful extent in possession of its
literary traditions apart from Burns: while they confine their efforts to a little range of conventional
forms.’ Hugh MacDiarmid, Scottish Chapbook 1.8, March, 1923.
87
Complete Poems of Hugh MacDiarmid, Vol 2 Ed. Michael Grieve & WR Aitken, Harmondsworth ,
p1170.
88
‘One of the most distinctive characteristics of the Vernacular, part of its very essence, is its insistent
recognition of the body, the senses.’ Hugh MacDiarmid, ‘A Theory of Scots Letters – I’, in A Scottish
Chapbook, 1922, p212. He continues, ‘This explains the unique blend of the lyrical and the ludicrous in
primitive Scots sentiment. The essence of the genius of our race is, in our opinion, the reconciliation it
effects between the base and the beautiful, recognising that they are complimentary and indispensable to
each other.’ In 1939 he began writing a long poem ‘A Vision of World Language’ but ‘In memoriam to
James Joyce’ was the only section he completed. See Ursula Kimpel, ‘Contemporary Scottish Poetry in
between Cultures’, Lothar Fietz & Hans-Werner Ludwig, Poetry in the British Isles: Non-Metropolitan
Perspectives, U of Wales P, 1995, p155.
89
Lallans is lowland Scots evolved from the Anglian branch of Old English, it was a local vernacular
used by Scottish nationalist writers in the 1920s. Not until the late 30s and 40s did Scottish Gaelic
become the language of the Scottish renaissance. Riach, 1991, p88.
90
See Kenneth Buthlay, Hugh MacDiarmid, Oliver & Boyd, 1964, p84-5. MacDiarmid intended to return
to Lallans, writing that the long poems were ‘a necessary detour’, but it is doubtful any poet knows their
trajectory. Lallans was a sometimes awkward synthesis of local speech, dictionaries and dialect
glossaries. Another reason was that he felt he couldn’t follow his famous poem ‘A Drunk Man Looks at
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the Thistle.’ Basil Bunting reminds us ‘Pound and Zukofsky have sought a poetry of facts too.’ p119.
Seamus Deane, ‘The book [Finnegans Wake] is written in the English language and also against the
English language; it converts itself into English and perverts itself from English. In the process it crosses
and re-crosses the spectrum from sheer noise . . to polyglottic babbling to lucid and lyric sense. It forces
the reader to pay attention to the various genealogies of words and their functions . . .’ James Joyce,
Finnegans Wake, Intro Seamus Deane, Penguin, 1992, pviii.
91
from ‘In the Fall’ - ‘In Memoriam James Joyce’, Complete Poems of Hugh MacDiarmid, ibid.
92
In the Anglo-Saxon poem Widsith there is the line, ‘Widsith spoke, unlocked his word-hoard’; and in
Beowulf, ‘The leader of the troop unlocked his word-hoard.’
93
Edward Lucie-Smith, British Poetry Since 1945, p43. ‘Sny’: ‘the upward curve of the edge of a ship's >
plank (in particular towards the bow or stern)’; also, a dialect verb, ‘abound, teem, swarm.’ Alison
Croggan comments further, ‘’‘Sense of sny’ might draw from the chandler's meaning - ie his fit sense of
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Chapter 11

Ploughing - Georgics as Informational Poetry

11.1

The Pastoral

11.2

Writing the Plough

11.3

A Nature Poet

Linked Appendices
Appendix 19 Arcadia in the Wye

This chapter investigates the georgic and the 18th C discursive mode of ‘informational’ poems,
that have not had much attention, but which (more than the pastoral) investigate our real
relations with natural environments. John Clare disparaged the pastoral and moved from the
georgic to become the first nature poet of dwelling.

11.1

The Pastoral
‘No one today is going to write georgics, pastorals, and eclogues that are reminiscent of
the eighteenth-century for the simple reason that ours is a totally different world
demanding quite different forms and modes.’
Marjorie Perloff1

The pastoral, often taken as the central genre of nature poetry, has roots in Theocritus (3rdC
BC), an urbane urban Alexandrian.2 Virgil (1stC BC) affirmed the genre as portraying idealised
(obviously fictionalised) easy-going lives of shepherds, in contrast to complex worldly lives of
courtiers and city dwellers. He called the poems in the Eclogues buccolica, in imitation of the
Idylls of Theocritus. The pastoral world is not wild, but full of singers; and the beech tree they
lie under, is already inscribed.3 In Landscape & Memory, Simon Schama shows how entangled
natural and cultural categories are. He argues, ‘Landscapes are culture before they are nature;
constructs of the imagination projected onto wood and water and rock. So goes the argument of
this book.’4 Raymond Williams pointed out that the term ‘nature’ itself is an abstraction, a
complex of concepts for the, ‘real multiplicity of things and living processes.’5
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The rebirth of the pastoral began in Italian courts with Sannazaro’s Arcadia (1481-6), followed
by Tasso, Aristo, Spenser6 and Sidney’s Arcadia (c1580s). The Pastoral is fantasy - Sidney
ignores Arcadia’s creation through the destruction of a village (emparked),7 and the disparity
between rural life and pastoral forms, which Louis Montrose documents.8 Ben Jonson
appreciated a fecund estate ('To Penshurst', 1616 – Sidney’s home), but as Raymond Williams
writes, 'The world of Penshurst or of Saxham [Thomas Carew] can be seen as moral economy
only by conscious selection and emphasis.'9 The pastoral mode is often concerned with the
poet’s superior status, as ironic commentator with a dual attitude to (his) subject: as more
sophisticated than a shepherd, while trying to maintain a shepherd’s naturalness. As William
Empson argued, poets presumed they were, ‘in one way better, in another not so good’;
compared to shepherds.10
Attempts at defining the pastoral have been repeated from the Renaissance onwards but
generally omit the influence of painting on poetry. David Halperin suggests a suite of
characteristics, including a meta-theme of rural harmony.11 For example, the Forest of Arden, in
As You Like It, is a temporary order that allows love while resisting madness and the
machinations of Court.12 John Barrell and John Bull proclaim the form dead,13 but other critics
remodel the genre: William Empson (pastoral survives in new guises14), Andrew Lawson (the
'philosophical pastoral'15), Terry Gifford (the ‘post-pastoral’), and John Kinsella (post-pastoral –
Chapter 12.1).16
The first signs of attention to local natural environments, treating them on their own terms and
not as allegories emblems, is a breakthrough on the way to an ecopoetry. Malcolm Andrews
argues that it was not until the 18thC that, ‘The gradual naturalisation of classical pastoral poetry
and the imaginative recreation of Milton’s Eden in the Thames Valley or a Worcestershire
landscape prepares us for the Picturesque practices.’17 Milton’s description of Eden in Paradise
Lost influenced English nature poetry and the Picturesque, in terms of a local pastoral, which
observed the local.
‘Som time walking not unseen
By Hedge-row Elms on Hillocks green, . . .
And every shepherd tells his tale
Under the Hawthorn in the dale.
Streit miner eye hath caught new pleasures
Whilst the Lantskip round it measures,
Russet Lawns . . .’
Milton, ‘L’Allegro’18
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William Gilpin’s conception of the Picturesque method of looking at landscape, as a sequence
of changing vistas, originated from a visit to the famous English landscape garden of Stowe
(1740s) – itself emparked. George Monbiot went to school there and notes, ‘Kent and Brown
constructed a paradise, in fact part of the grounds are called ‘The Elysian Fields’, but their
classical wilderness was an artefact of social cleansing.19 These parks became emblems of
English landscape where pastoral visions lingered; spreading to urban gardens, though the
promise of Eden is thwarted.20 Spencer had warned of artifice in a garden,21 and Marvell was
ambivalent.22
Appendix 19

Arcadia in the Wye

The odd combinatorial title of Lyrical Ballads shows Wordsworth as poised between a
communal voice, grounded in the land (obscured by the individual egotistical sublime, that if
formed through the print culture), and a new self-awareness via a classical heritage.23 This
reality of rural life had been praised earlier by Joseph Addison, who preferred the pastorals of
Ambrose Philips (1674-1749) to those of Pope, who insisted on the pastoral’s fictionality,24 on
the grounds of realism - grounds which Joseph Wharton cited in praise of Theocritus.25 John
Gay mocked both styles, and in the Proem to his Shepherd’s Week (1714) claimed to be
retrieving Theocritus, while promising ‘a picture, or rather lively landschape of thy own
country.’ At the same time, a new naturalistic aesthetics introduced by the 3rd Earl of
Shaftesbury (1711) 26 (influenced by John Locke), together with Francis Hutcheson (1725),27
and Joseph Addison,28 was becoming popular. Addison returned from a visit to Italy (1701-3),
declaring that Italian gardens were passé, and that the natural landscape of the Campagna, as
‘worked upon’ by painters like Claude, should be echoed in English gardens.29
Writing about nature, Raymond Williams notes, has become, ‘now the nature of observation, of
the scientist or tourist, rather than of the working countryman. Thus the descriptive element in
original pastoral could be separated out, and a whole tradition of ‘nature poetry’, strong and
moving in these separate ways, could be founded to go on its major course.’30 Wordsworth went
further in ‘separating out’, by using a real shepherd as subject in ‘Michael, a Pastoral Poem’,
Lyrical Ballads (1800):
‘Man free, man working for himself with choice
Of time, and place, and object.’ L152-331
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The pastoral has been a highly influential urban genre;32 perhaps this is why representations of
the biota are rare in the genre. Lawrence Buell queries the extent to which our ‘ambiguous
legacy of western pastoralism’ can be used for an environmental poetics, arguing little in this
genre is useful for a program of ecopoetry.33 Leo Marx notes that in pursuit of his claim for the
‘ecocentric repossession of pastoral’ Buell abandons the term ‘pastoral’ for the nonanthropocentric term ‘naturism’.34

11.2

Writing the plough

The earliest forms of flexible writing only go back to around 3,500 BC, when farming and the
use of the plough were well underway.35 Hesiod, a thousand years later, writes about ploughing
in Work and Days. A description of a farmer’s year is at the heart of the work, but advice is
haphazard and elementary, and though the poem values agriculture and is both didactic and
informational, it is not a manual.36 Didactic poems can be grouped into those offering
information (‘informational’), and those that don’t. Hesiod states right at the outset that he is in
touch with both the heavenly Muses and the earth:
‘Zeus the Thunderer
Whose house is most high.
Bend hither your mind,
Hand down just judgments,
O Thou!
And as for me,
Well, brother Perses,
I'd like to state a few facts.’37

Following the Ecologues, in which the poet Tityros escapes the destruction by reciting (singing)
poetry, Virgil wrote the Georgics, where man finds harmony with the world through work. This
is the world of Cicero’s ‘second nature’.38 Virgil reuses traditional motifs and literary allusions
from Theocritus, Callimachus, Plato, Homer, and especially Lucretius, though Hesiod provided
the formal model.39 The poem offers itself as a guide on how to be a farmer, providing practical
information.40 It can be viewed as realistic instruction, but the final book’s figure of the orderly
beehive as model of good government is politically conservative.41 In a later age, when poets
were admired for skill in wit and ornament, John Dryden wrote that Virgil's Georgics were, 'the
divinest part of all his writings', because: ‘Virgil had turned into poetry the most unpromising
materials, which are neither great in themselves, nor have any natural ornament to bear them up;
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but the words wherewith he describes them are so excellent, that it might well be applied to him,
which was said by Ovid, Maleriam superabal opus.’42 Dryden thought it ‘the best poem of the
best Poet.’43 Similarly, Joseph Addison claimed Virgil in writing the Georgics has produced,
‘the most complete, elaborate and finished Piece of all Antiquity.’44 David Duff remarks that,
‘For Addison, writing a georgic - that is, a didactic poem on the science of husbandry (or, by
extension, other practical topics) - is the ultimate test of a poet's skill because it involves
elevating mundane and seemingly unpoetic subject-matter into art. The challenge is, above all, a
stylistic one, because this metamorphosis must be achieved through language, by a careful
process of selection and embellishment.’45 This reifies art, as the Romantics did, and is closer to
Lucretius sweetening arguments– than my notion of poetry as more than style, more a thorough
use of the poetic possibilities inherent in language. Romantic opposition to the genre in general
remains; the Georgics were never as popular as his other works (only 10% of critical attention
on Virgil deals with this text).46
Lucretius wrote a new type of epic didactic poem, ‘De Rerum Natura’ (‘On the Nature of
Things’) which informs and argues on various topics, from farming to cosmology and
philosophy, and demythologises the development of the arts and technologies, abandoning Gods
as cultural causes.47 The poem is advertising Epicureanism, through investigating the nature of
the world and our presence in it, and uses the plough as metaphor for fecund creativity.48 Poetry
has been seen as not natural to Epicurean thought - the truth is sad and bitter, and, ‘there is an
opposition between the true account and the poetic charm.’49
Thomas Tusser’s Hundreth good pointes of husbandrie (1557) went through many editions,
over two centuries, and was widely consulted as a practical manual of farming, though it also
contains a wide variety of prefatory poems (with a more interesting variety of prosody than
other works from that time).50 The georgic became more important as the following century
developed a sense of industriousness and improvement,51 an ethic going back to Pliny the
Elder,52 and an element in our progressive alienation from nature. Daniel Defoe, in his Tour of
England and Wales (1720), avoided any hint of the pastoral. He was concerned with the 18thC's
'new morality of improvement', predating the Enclosure Acts, and industrial revolution.53 Arthur
Young celebrates the cultivation of England (1770): ‘The senseless rabble may praise the
military hero; it belongs to the few to venerate the spirited cultivator.’54
Michael Drayton, a prolific Worcestershire poet, wrote a topographic epic, ‘Poly-Olbion’ (Pt1,
1612, completed 1622) in which a native Muse wakes readers to the wonders of their own
country. He mixes descriptions of rivers with myth, and social and natural histories. John
Denham’s ‘Cooper’s Hill’ (1642) is one of the first poems using a specific English location,
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incorporating descriptions of nature, while discursively offering historical and political
reflections (though the poem is hardly topographical, except for the title).55 Pope’s Windsor
Forest (begun 1704, pub 1713) is a successor to Denham’s poem. Pope celebrates the natural
environment, comprised of parts working harmoniously (a political impetus).56 The wild forest
had gone, and only the pastoral tradition kept its memory alive:
‘The groves of Eden, vanish'd now so long,
Live in description, and look green in song.’ (L7-8) 57

The most widely read English nature poem was James Thomson’s The Seasons (‘Winter’, 1726,
The Seasons, 1730), which depicts landscapes as a series of descriptive images. Two hundred
editions had been published by 1800 (by which time Lyrical Ballads had sold approximately
two hundred copies),58 and many poets came under its influence.59
‘I know no subject more elevating, more amusing; more ready to awake the poetic
enthusiasm, the philosophical reflection, and the moral sentiment than the works of
Nature.’
James Thomson60

The georgic has suffered from prejudice from its everyday themes, but Joseph Trapp (the first
professor of English literature in England) thought the form provided a model for writing
specifically on English nature.61 Anthony Low suggests a more appropriate term than form
would be ‘mode’, structured by a set of broad themes.62 He offers a definition: ‘georgic is a
mode that stresses the value of intensive and persistent labour against hardships and difficulties;
that it differs from pastoral because it emphasizes work instead of ease; that it differs from epic
because it emphasizes planting and building instead of killing and destruction; and that it is preeminently the mode suited to the establishment of civilization and the founding of nations.’63
Anthony Low has shown that the georgic has an effect on the pastoral and indeed 17th C poetry
generally, in terms of subverting the pastoral and getting closer to the reality of life on the land.
Not too close though - the politics of the georgic can be quite as conservative as the pastoral,
with contented labour working the soil, as Annabelle Patterson has detailed.64 John Goodridge
suggests the georgic ‘presents a positive, and even a heroic view of labour, as a pleasurable and
a socially progressive activity.’65 Trapp suggested that the new discourse of sciences could
energise poetry, promoting new directions away from the repetitions of classical genres, diction
and thought. John Aikin, a generation later, regarded the poetry of his time (1777) as ‘worn
down, enfeebled, and fettered’ by ‘a real want of variety in poetic imagery, proceeding from a
scarcity of original observations in nature.’66 He also suggested, with foresight, that the situation
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could, ‘be rectified by accurate and attentive observation, conducted upon somewhat of a
scientific plan.’ Bridget Keegan discusses Stephen Duck, ‘the Thresher Poet’, in terms of new
forms of poetry: ‘Duck should be seen as a key contributor to the significant experimentations
with the form of the georgic underway in the first half of the eighteenth century’ (rather than
‘evidence for a nascent "working-class" consciousness’, or “truthful description”).’67

Trapp’s translations of the Eclogues and Georgics (1730s) influenced Wordsworth, particularly
the use of Miltonic blank verse.68 Joseph Addison had written, ‘I think nothing which is a phrase
or saying in common talk should be submitted into a serious poem... much less ought the low
phrases and terms of art that are adapted to husbandry have any place in such a work as the
georgic.’69 In contrast, the new style of descriptive rhetoric in the sciences offered new values of
authenticity, regional truth, and specificity. Lisa Robertson argues that these developments
allowed separation between content and form, offering the poet new freedoms, being no longer
tied to genre and tired rhetoric.70
The Age of Sensibility between 1744 (death of Pope71) and 1798 (pub. Lyrical Ballads)
demonstrates this freedom, as exemplified by the poets, Thomas Gray, William Cowper, and
William Collins (the latter two being the first English poets to celebrate an English nature, thus
influencing Clare and Wordsworth). They reacted against the ornamental, and wrote poetry as a
discourse of argument and investigation; self-reflexive, didactic and moralistic.72 At the same
time, a discursive ‘informational’ tradition was developing through working class poets.
The georgic impulse towards incorporating information into a poem broadened into
explorations, not just of agricultural practice, but also of other economies and social histories.
The Welsh poet John Dyer published The Fleece (1757) a long informational poem (also in
Miltonic blank verse) on the wool trade and industrialisation. He celebrated a rapidly changing
England with increasing division of labour, which required a new industrialised georgic.73 In the
Eclogues Virgil describes, ‘and now far-off smoke pearls from homestead rooftops’ – whereas,
Dyer describes smoke issuing from fast expanding Yorkshire mill towns as, ‘incense of
thanksgiving.’ The poem’s didactic and informational style is clear from the précis provided.74
The poem opens, ‘The care of Sheep, the labours of the loom, / And arts of trade, I sing.’
‘First, he bespeaks a loom:
From some thick wood the carpenter selects
A slender oak, or beech of glossy trunk,
Or saplin ash: he shapes the sturdy beam,
The posts, and treadles; and the frame combines.
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The smith, with iron screws, and plated hoops,
Confirms the strong machine, and gives the bolt
That strains the roll. To these the turner's lathe
And graver's knife, the hollow shuttle add.
Various professions in the work unite:
For each on each depends. Thus he acquires
The curious engine, work of subtle skill;...’ Bk iii L119

Rachel Crawford accuses The Fleece of being ‘an exquisite example of georgic's failure.’ She
complains of his dithering between championing prosperity founded on progressive farming
methods, and conservative, traditional paternalism.75 Despite contemporary success with this
ambitious epic, Dyer is best known for an earlier pastoral, Grongar Hill, a topographical poem
of the Welsh landscape and River Towey, which advocates, ‘quiet of the soul.’76 Samuel
Johnson and other influential critics scorned Dyer’s discursive prosaic poems, which mixed
landscape poetry with practical information - and had the ambition that poetry can encompass
any aspects of life, including the ploughman’s.77 Wordsworth was one poet influenced by this
discursive poetry, and acknowledged Dyer’s influence on ‘The Excursion’ (pub 1814).
Wordsworth wrote in his defence, ‘The character of Dyer, as a patriot, a citizen, and a tenderhearted friend of humanity, was, in some respects, injurious to him as a poet, and has induced
him to dwell, in his poem, upon processes which, however important in themselves, were
unsusceptible of being poetically treated. Accordingly, his poem is, in several places, dry and
heavy; but its beauties are innumerable, and of a high order. In point of imagination, and purity
of style, I am not sure that he is not superior to any writer in verse since the time of Milton.’78
Rachel Crawford argues that English georgic poetry continued after Richard Jago's Edge-Hill in
1767, and that, ‘In response to georgic's potential for giving shape to new and indispensable
notions of national productivity... the true problem for the critic is not to explain English
georgic's demise, but the reasons for its loss of authority.’79 How discursive can a text become
and remain a poem? The difficulty long poems face in maintaining energy and the listener’s
interest may be exacerbated by discursive poetry without a narrative or form that maintains
momentum, like the ballad. No one could read The Fleece today without tedium. The tension
between explanation, information and poetry is brought out in William Mason’s English
Garden. Providing practical gardening instructions on erecting a fence is a challenge for a poet:
‘Ingrateful sure,
When such the theme, becomes the poet's task:
Yet must he try, by modulation meet
Of varied cadence, and selected phrase,
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Exact yet free, without inflation bold,
To dignify that theme, must try to form
Such magic sympathy of sense with sound
As pictures all it sings; while grace awakes
At each blest touch, and, on the lowliest things,
Scatters her rainbow hues.’80

Such didactic verse can be overly-ornamental, and overly-ambitious - Mason wrote to Gilpin, ‘I
have corrected my English Garden & am printing it in a smaller form at this press... I own I am
a little anxious that this Poem should be well explained, that People may find it has something
better than Poetry to recommend it.’81 (Valéry warned of poets writing about cultivating
roses.82)
In the same year as The Fleece, Edmund Burke published, Philosophical Inquiry into the Origin
of Our Ideas of the Sublime and the Beautiful.83 This revolutionary text introduced embodied
experience and emotion into aesthetic and philosophical discourse. Burke also offered a
physiological explanation for aesthetic experience, and promoted nature - and not the fine arts as the basis of aesthetics.84 However, the sublime, the highest emotion or ‘Peak Experience’,
was unsympathetic to the commonplace georgic.85
Thomas Gray’s ‘Elegy Written in a Country Churchyard’ (begun 1742 completed 1750) offers
spiritual intimations and a sense of nature at a safe distance; an atmosphere of reflective
melancholy became a popular style of sensibility.86 Jonathan Bate notes, ‘What is vulgarly
called ‘nature poetry’ is usually consumed in a spirit of nostalgia. It evokes a lost pre-urban
world, a lost childhood, a lost Eden. The mode of pastoral has always been closely linked to the
mood of elegy.’87 Gray’s ploughman is clearly a pastoral not georgic figure. Gray's friend
Thomas Wharton noted, 'In England the ploughman always quits his work at noon. Gray,
therefore, with Milton, painted from books and not from life.'88 This was not meant as criticism;
art was considered an artefact and the language of poetry a superior diction. Wordsworth
criticises Gray for being 'at the head of those who by their reasonings have attempted to widen
the space of separation betwixt Prose and Metrical composition', Gray would have rejected this
assertion.89
William Cowper, in ‘The Task’ (1785), abandoned public Augustan themes for a mock-heroic
discursive history of his sofa, gardening, and local references. The latter fact, together with his
simple diction, preoccupation with the self and personal tone, influenced both Wordsworth and
Coleridge.90
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‘The distant plough slow-moving, and beside
His labouring team that swerved not from the track,
The sturdy swain diminished to a boy!’
The Task, i. 160 ff.

Cowper was ‘playful’: explaining how to prepare a bed for the cucumber frame, he refers to that
most green yet unpoetic material manure, as 'a stercoraceous heap':
‘Thrice must the voluble and restless earth
Spin round upon her axle, ere the warmth,
Slow gathering in the midst, through the square mass
Diffused, attain the surface; when, behold!
A pestilent and most corrosive steam,
Like a gross fog Boeotian, rising fast,
And fast condensed upon the dewy sash . . .’
The Task, iii. 490 ff.If.

This is wit and comedy but not nature poetry, but Richard Mabey praises his attention to
nature.91 More familiar to modern readers is the alternative to the public poetry of the 18thC - the
prophetic, the Orphic and private, in the work of Christopher Smart92 In the following
generation, William Blake began a similar journey with ‘Visions of the Daughters of Albion’
(1793), a poem affirming male sexual liberty.93 Orphic poetry of personal vision ranges from the
sublime to the ridiculous, from the harmless to the dangerous and was most popular with
Wordsworth’s egotistical-sublime. Ezra Pound was probably one of the last major poets writing
in English to believe that the poet’s role was that of prophet and seer.
The notion of progress that Dyer took for granted was being questioned a couple of generations
later. As Wordsworth realised: ‘[Dyer] wrote at a time when machinery was first beginning to
be introduced, and his benevolent heart prompted him to augur from it nothing but good. Truth
has compelled me to dwell upon the baneful effects arising out of an ill-regulated and excessive
application of powers so admirable in themselves.’94 A couple of generations later, Ruskin is
convinced of the dangers of the notion of ‘progress’ though industrialisation.95
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11.3

A Nature Poet

James Sutherland cites Cowper’s 'The Winter Morning Walk', as providing one of the, 'minuter
discriminations: if we had met with it much earlier in the century it would almost certainly have
been in burlesque or mock-heroic-not in a serious poem, and only there at all for the sake of
illustrating some thought. From Cowper's unconscious practice, it is only a step to
Wordsworth's conscious endeavour to record what had hitherto escaped observation, or at least
had never been expressed in verse.’96
John Clare is the poet who watched ‘the blossoms set’ most closely. Thomson’s ‘The Seasons’
and the oral tradition of a vast number of ballads influenced the poet. Clare’s father, a thresher
like Stephen Duck, knew well over a hundred ballads and songs. Clare worked as a hedge setter,
day labourer and gardener (briefly), but he was not a dependable worker, being inclined to
wander off to explore, read and write, ‘I felt it happiness to be / Unknown, obscure and like a
tree / In woodland peace and privacy’. He sought out the wilder spots, birdwatching out beyond
the enclosure, at the Holes and Hills at Barnack, the marsh and sunken ponds. When about to
make the disastrous move to Northborough, he noted in his diary, ‘There are some things that I
shall regret leaving, and some journeys that I shall make yearly - to see the flood at Lolham
Briggs, to gather primroses in Hilly Wood, and hunt the nightingale’s nest in Royce Wood, and
to go to see the furze in flower on Emmonsails Heath.’ 97
Nature provided all the material he needed, for what I will late call a poetics of ‘dwelling’.
‘Aye here it is stuck close beside the bank...
Lined thinly with the horses sable hair
- Five eggs pen-scribbled over lilac shells
Resembling writing scrawls which fancy reads
As natures poesy and pastoral spells
They are the yellow hammers . . .’
‘The Yellowhammers nest’, 98

The success of Spenser’s ‘The Shepherd’s Calendar’ (1579), had made the pastoral mode
fashionable.99 In his version of ‘The Shepherd's Calendar’ (1827), a project suggested by his
publisher, Clare documents the seasonal cycle of ploughing: 100
‘January
While in the fields the lonly plough
Enjoys its frozen sabbath now
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And horses too pass time away
In leisures hungry holiday
Rubbing and lunging round the yard
Dreaming no doubt of summer sward.’

Clare sees nature directly inscribed, details closely observed through poetry, without the
metaphysics and poeticisms of the Romantic poets (he attacked Keats for writing second-hand
descriptions of nature).101 He was clear that authenticity was important. He claimed that his
Poems Descriptive of Rural Life and Scenery (1820), were, ‘entitled to attention from the
circumstances under which they were written... [since] they are the genuine productions of a
young Peasant, a day-labourer in husbandry, who has had no advantages of education beyond
others of his class.’102 There was a public appetite for the ‘authentic’ natural. Robert
Bloomfield’s first book, The Farmer's Boy (1800) (also divided into the four seasons), sold an
unprecedented 26,000 copies in three years (compared to 200 copies of Lyrical Ballads).
Bloomfield’s poems narrate the tough working lives of agricultural labourers in Suffolk, and
gained the praise of Wordsworth and Clare, who called him the 'English Theocritus'. John
Philips’ informational georgic Cyder (1708) describes the whole process, from growing apples
to technical information on cider making.103 He maintains a strong anthopocentrism: ‘The
Prudent will observe, what Passions reign/ In various Plants... Everlasting Hate / The Vine to Ivy
bears, nor less abhors /The Coleworts Rankness; (Bk1; L248-529); ‘Perpetual Showers, and
stormy Gusts confine / The willing Ploughman.’ (Bk2: L411-12). Charles Peake suggests that
its popularity was not due to its technical instruction but, ‘the poet’s skill in giving to an English
scene and English occupations a classical aura... There was no feeling that verse should be
reserved for exalted occasions.’104
Thomson had offered an idyllic vision of labour relations in rural England (influenced by
Duck), as had William Langland seeing 14th C England (famously) as, ‘A faire felde ful of
folke... Of all manner of men, the mene and the riche, Worching and wandryng as the world
asketh.105 Clare attacked the pastoral as ‘full of nothing but the old threadbare epithets of ‘sweet
singing cuckoo’... etc. these make up the creation of Pastoral and describe poetry and everything
else is reckond low and vulgar...’106 As Roger Sales notes, ‘Pastoralism covers a multitude of
economic sins’;107 and E.P. Thompson commented, Clare: 'conveys with extraordinary
sensitivity the ways in which the psychic landscape of the villager was savagely transformed by
the enclosure of the commons and open fields'.108
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Clare’s DoP can be located in ‘Pastoral Poesy’, which begins:
‘True Poetry is not in words
But images that thoughts express
By which the simplest hearts are stirred
To elevated happiness.’

Jonathan Bate uses a line from this poem, ‘A language that is ever green’ to suggest that ‘if
there is to be an ecological criticism, the ‘language that is ever green’ must be reclaimed.’109 But
by the 1820s the rural sector was in difficulties and Clare became mentally ill.110 He began his
long confinement ten years after the Calendar was published. At High Beach Asylum Clare
made a list of his favourite activities at Helpston, framed by the natural environment: ‘Orchis
hunting. Gipsies. Old stone pits fringed with ivy . . .’111 Clare uses the term hunting frequently,
and it reminds us of how close people do come to nature. Leopold was a keen hunter and Snyder
has written about the sacrament of traditional hunting.112
He starts one of his poems of place, ‘Emmonsail’s Heath in Winter’, with the words, ‘I love . . .’
In ‘Remembrances’, Clare reminisces about playing at ploughing as a boy (his low-key version
of Wordsworth’s ‘spots of time’):
‘O words are poor receipts for what time hath stole away
The ancient pulpit trees and the play
When for school oer 'little field' with its brook and wooden brig
Where I swaggered like a man though I was not half so big
While I held my little plough though twas but a willow twig
And drove my team along made of nothing but a name 'Gee hep' and 'hoit' and 'woi'O I never call to mind these pleasant names of places but I leave a sigh behind.’113
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Chapter 11

1

’ M Perloff ‘Response to Kinzie, No 4’, Salmagundi 67, Summer 1985, p148.
Thomas Hubbard notes the pastoral, ‘has its origins in the intensely self-conscious, learned literary
circles of Alexandria.' Thomas K. Hubbard, The Pipes of Pan. Intertextuality and Literary Filiation in the
Pastoral tradition from Theocritus to Milton, Ann Arbor, The U of Michigan P, 1998, p5.
3
In Virgil's fifth eclogue Mopsus sings what he had written on a beech tree. Ec. 5. 13-14, ‘the songs I
recently carved on the green bark of a beech.’ For an account of the Eclogues see W. V. Clausen,
‘Theocritus and Vergil’ in The Cambridge History of Classical Literature: Latin Literature, Ed., E. J.
Kenney and W. V. Clausen, Cambridge 1982, p309-313.
4
Simon Schama, Landscape and Memory, A.A. Knopf, 1995, p61. He begins by examining the rhetoric
John Muir used to describe America as ‘a democratic terrestrial paradise.’ and Thoreau’s notion that
‘wilderness’ is what we carry with us. ‘The wilderness, after all, does not locate itself, does not name
itself.’ p7. And ends with a journal entry by Thoreau, ‘It is vain to dream of a wilderness distant from
ourselves. There is none such.’ p578.
5
Raymond Williams, ‘Ideas of Nature,’ in Problems in Materialism and Culture, London, 1980.
6
Edmund Spenser’s Colin Clout, recognisably English, highlights the contrast between Christian simple
goodness and court (not a contrast Virgil makes). The Faerie Queen influenced poets, as did Addison’s
essay, Spectator, no 419, on the ‘fairy way of writing’.
7
Raymond Williams writes, 'It is not easy to forget that Sidney's Arcadia, which gives a continuing title
to English neo-pastoral, was written in a park which had been made by enclosing a whole village and
evicting the tenants.' Raymond Williams, 1973, p22.
8
Louis A. Montrose, ‘Of Gentlemen and Shepherds: The politics of Elizabethan Form’ ELH, V50:3,
1983, p415-59. This is one of the beginnings of New Historicism.
9
‘The painted partrich lyes in every field / And, for they messe, is willing to be killed.' In fact, his host
Sir Robert Sidney, was in debt and what really counted was class, 'Thou are not, Penshurst, built to
envious show / Of touch or marble, nor canst boast a row / Of polished pillars... but stand’st an ancient
pile . . .’ For Jonson, social order is the natural order. I have already argued that there is no 'order' but
within a new ecological framework, perhaps new social relationships can evolve and democracy
reinvigorated. See Raymond Williams, ‘Pastoral and Counter-Pastoral’ in The Country and the City,
Chatto & Windus, 1973, p31.
10
William Empson, Some Versions of Pastoral, London: Hogarth, 1986, p14.
11
A ‘literature about or pertaining to herdsmen in a country setting who are caring for animals, singing or
playing musical instruments, and making love; and oppositions, eg. Natural simplicity vs courtly artifice;
representation of contrast between confused reality and a harmonious depiction. A work which satisfies
the requirements of any two of the three preceding points has fulfilled the necessary and sufficient
conditions of pastoral.’ David M. Halperin, Before Pastoral: Theocritus and the Ancient Tradition of
Bucolic Poetry, New Haven: Yale UP, 1983, p71. For account of redefinitions see p29-35. Bate quotes
the literary theorist Paul de Man who asks, ‘What is the pastoral convention, then, if not the eternal
separation between the mind that distinguishes, negates, legislates and the original simplicity of the
natural?’ Jonathan Bate, The Song Of The Earth, Picador, 2000.
12
Hubbard examines the evolution of the genre from Theocritus and claims, ‘there is a sense in which the
pastoral always hovers on the unsteady verge of leaping into something greater.’ This fits the poetry of
Spenser, Shakespeare and Milton. Thomas Hubbard, 1998. For example, George Puttenham in 1589
argued the Eclogue was devised, ‘not of purpose to counterfeit or represent the rustical manner of loves or
communications: but under the vaile of homely persons, and in rude speeches, to insinuate and glance at
great matters.’ The Art of English Poesie, Ed. Willcock & Walker, Cambridge, 1936, p38.
13
Not in England anyhow, with the separation city/country life that underpins the genre dissolved there
but they leave open its possibility in wilder parts of the world. John Barrell and John Bull introduction to
the Penguin Book of English Pastoral Verse, Penguin, 1974. They use a generously wide framework for
the genre.
14
William Empson's Some Versions of Pastoral: A Study of the Pastoral Form in Literature, London:
Chatto and Windus, 1935. Whereas Renato Poggioli argues modernity finished off the pastoral. The
Oaten Flute: Essays on Pastoral Poetry and the Pastoral Ideal, Cambridge UP, 1975.
15
Andrew Lawson argues the pastoral 'simply went ‘underground’' and can be seen in a 'philosophical
pastoral' of Cambridge poets like J. H. Prynne, Andrew Crozier and Peter Riley. Andrew Lawson, ‘On
Modern Pastoral’, Fragmente no3, 1991.
2
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16

Terry Gifford uses the term to open up the term as inclusive of wilderness and mountaineering writing
and even eco-criticism. ‘What this book has been arguing is that post-pastoral nature poetry in all its
forms is developing our understanding of the paradoxes of our relationship with nature.’ p174. Terry
Gifford, Green Voices: understanding contemporary nature poetry, Manchester UP, 1995.
17
Malcolm Andrews, The Search for the Picturesque: Landscape aesthetics and Tourism in Britain, 17601800, Scolar Press, 1989, p23. James I replaced the Bishops' Bible of 1568 with the Authorised Version, a
task that took fifty translators six years. John Layfield, a Greek scholar from Trinity College Cambridge
wrote the opening chapters of Genesis. He had been chaplain to an expedition to Puerto Rico and taken by
is exotic cultural and natural landscapes wrote his luscious description of Eden. See Adam Nicolson,
Power and Glory: Jacobean England and the Making of the King James Bible, HarperCollins, 2003.
18
Milton II, l57. Complete Poems and Major Prose, Ed., Merritt Y. Hughes, New York: Macmillan,
1957.
19
He notes: ‘in 1500 acres of deer parks and avenues and lakes, and fake gothic temples and Greek
temples, landscaped by William Kent and Capability Brown. But the place within those grounds, which
intrigued me most, was an old church, hidden in some woods. The church was the only visible sign of
what was once a village. The village was deemed by the Dukes to spoil the view, so they demolished it...
But the declaration of terra nullius is by no means over. You can see it every time you turn on the
television to watch a wildlife program. Wildlife programs present the natural world as a pristine
wilderness, unaffected by humanity. They remove us to a parallel planet, the Garden of Eden... the
founding myth of the colonist, the self-justificatory notion which permits those who seized the land from
its inhabitants to extract from their fathomless guilt a story of primordial innocence.’ ‘Gardens of Eden’
George Monbiot with Rachael Kohn The Spirit of Things, ABC Radio National, 14/09/2003
http://www.abc.net.au/rn/relig/spirit/. [DL 1.10.2003]
20
‘Rather, [Ian Hamilton] Finlay would have us recognize, as did the ancients who saw their most
pastoral scenes inhabited by deities capable of stunning violence and capricious cruelty, that any
experience of nature, Rousseauvian, Romantic, or otherwise, must include a recognition of that violence
that makes such peace possible. Where Poussin placed a skull in his grove – ‘Et in Arcadia Ego’ - Finlay,
neoclassically, finds there a camouflaged Nazi tank.’ Mark Scroggins, ‘The Piety of Terror: Ian Hamilton
Finlay, the Modernist Fragment, and the Neo-classical Sublime’,
http://webdelsol.com/FLASHPOINT/ihfinlay.htm [DL.16.2.99]. Shepherd noted how important gardens
and parks have been in the urban history. Paul Shepard, Man in the Landscape: A Historic View of the
Esthetics of Nature, (1967) A&M Press, 1991, 2nd Ed.
21
‘Wherewith her mother Art, as halfe in scorne / Of niggard Nature, like a pompous bride / Did decke
her, and too lavishly adorn.’ This is Spenser’s description of the Bower of Bliss, (Bk 11. 11.50). Though
there is still pleasure to be had, ‘Of many a Ladie, and many a Paramowre: /Gather therefore the Rose,
whilest yet is prime, / For soone comes age, that will her pride deflowre.’(11.75) In the next book he
describes a different garden, the garden of Adonis was 'of the trees owne inclination made' (Bk
111.V1.44). It is not natural in that Spenser suggests the enchanted garden relies on Platonic principles
(11. 36 – 38) 'substance' temporarily takes physical form during life.
22
In ‘Damon the Mower’, Damon brings Juliana a ‘harmless snake... Disarmèd of its teeth and sting,’
L35-36. REF Marvell probably wrote his garden poems long before they were published and before he
became a busy public figure as MP; he saw gardens as temporary retreats. Upon Appleton House’
describes Nunappleton, the estate of Lord Thomas Fairfax, as an ordered world of man in nature, though
there is a cost. Damon scythes the meadow and mourns the consequent death of the grass through his
violence. Though of course it is a sound ecological practice necessary for healthy meadows and no
brutality. The poem is a genteel mock georgic, instead of the labour of ploughing, the ground is cleared
by mowing the lawns: A new and empty face of things, / A levelled space, as smooth and plain / As cloths
for Lely stretched to stain. L444. ‘The Garden’ was probably written pre 1653, by which time Milton
knew him. Barry Weller, ‘The Epic as Pastoral: Milton, Marvell, and the Plurality of Genre’, New
Literary History 30.1, 1999, p145. In stanza VI, ‘all that's made’ is mowed down to the ground, leaving
‘a green Thought’, like a seed, which the poem is has possibilities for the world. Anthony Low suggests
Marvell's garden poems are georgic by dealing with agricultural labour. Yet he also suggests that Marvell
is ‘among the most subtle of English pastoralists.’ Anthony Low, Georgic Revolution, Princeton, 1985,
p274. The pastoral tends to inform the later georgic form.
23
Noted by Anne Janowitz: Lyric and Labour in the Romantic Tradition, Cambridge UP, 1998.
24
Pope ‘A Discourse on Pastoral Poetry’ written 1704 (pub 1717) argued, ‘pastoral is an image of what
they call the Golden Age.’ Pope attacked Ambrose Philips’ Pastorals in ‘Pastorals’, Guardian No 40,
1713.
25
James Sambook, English Pastoral Poetry, Twane, 1983.
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The Earl of Shaftesbury was a naturalist in supposing fundamental principles of ethics and aesthetics
(taste) were established by attention to human nature; certain things naturally please us and are naturally
conducive to our good. (Characteristiks of Men, Manners, Opinions, Times, 1711). He was an
associationist, a merging of ideas was fundamental to aesthetic experience and the crucial bridge from the
sphere of contemplation to the sphere of action. [Link to David Hartley as Essay on Cog Science]
27
An Inquiry into the Original of our Ideas of Beauty and Virtue (1725). Hutcheson was also a naturalist
and empiricist who thought aesthetic judgments were perceptual and take their authority from a sense
common to those who make them.
28
In a series of influential essays, "The Pleasures of the Imagination" in The Spectator (1712), Addison
defended the theory that imaginative association is the fundamental component in our experience of art,
architecture, and nature, and thus the true explanation of their value to us.
29
Joseph Addison noted in The Spectator (1712), 'We find the Works of Nature still more pleasant, the
more they resemble those of Art.'
30
Raymond Williams, ‘Pastoral and Counter-Pastoral' in The Country and the City, Chatto & Windus,
1973. p31. He wrote this book partly in response to the uncritical regard for pastoral poetry and its
ideology of the mastery of nature.
31
An episode intended for Michael was added to The Prelude (Bk 8, II, 229-243) with a detailed deictic
list of local place names.
32
Susan Schultz believes mainstream poetry has inherited the pastoral approach. ‘Poems in this mode,
which Charles Altieri has called ‘scenic,’ owe their genesis to Romanticism, and often feature a solitary
artist looking out at a pastoral landscape and discovering himself in it. This poetry knows what it says
before it says it . . .’ She continues, ‘and the formula can, in fact, be taught - as it is in most MFA (Master
of Fine Arts) programs. Bernstein's ‘apoetics’, on the other hand, looks for what cannot be formalized,
taught, handed down as tradition. Hence the emphasis on reading rather than writing, since the teaching of
writing cannot be divorced from traditions of it. of writing cannot be divorced from. Susan M. Schultz,
‘Poetics at Buffalo’, JACKET # 1, http://www.jacket.zip.com.au/jacket01/schultzbuffalo.html. [DL
22.9.2001]
33
Lawrence Buell, ‘An Exchange on Thoreau’, The New York Review of Books, 2 December 1999, in
response to Leo Marx. http://www.walden.org/scholarship/m/Marx_Leo/990624_NYRB.htm. [DL
27.2.2001]
34
Leo Marx,’ The Struggle Over Thoreau - Pt 1’, The New York Review of Books, 24 June 1999. ibid.
35
Prior to this, there were pre-historic rock carvings, pictograms, symbols from the Ice Age and clay
tokens from ancient Babylonia, some dating to 8,000 BC. A Sumerian tablet called ‘The Instructions of
Ninurta’ or ‘The Farmers Almanac’, dating back to 1700 BCE, gives detailed advice on ploughing, the
oldest agricultural technique. ‘What you need for the field should be at hand. Inspect your work carefully.
The plough oxen will have backup oxen. The attachments of ox to ox should be loose. Each plough will
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http://classics.mit.edu//Carus/nature_things.html. [DL March 2002]
49
James H. Nichols Jnr., Epicurean Political Philosophy, Cornell UP, 1976, p25.
50
A sharp increase in the ‘English’ population during the 8th C due to increased land clearing and the use
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Chapter 12
12.1

The Georgic in Australia

Ploughing Australia

This Chapter examines the Australian georgic, and concludes that the form is inadequate for a
poetry that attempts to understand and work with the ecology of Australia, and face up to the
current ecological crisis.

12.1

Ploughing Australia

The invasion/settlement of Australia began with agrarian promise, due to the reports of Sir Joseph
Banks which caused much disappointment. Watkins Tench wrote, ‘If by any sudden revolution of
the laws of nature; or by any fortunate discovery of those on the spot, it really has become that
fertile and prosperous land, which some represent it to be, he begs permission to add his voice to the
general congratulation.’1 Governor Arthur Philip kept to George III’s order that all land remain
property of the Crown, except land ‘granted’ to convicts of ‘good conduct and disposition to
industry’, and judged useful for farming.2 In Australia, what was of concern was not the natural
theology of the New World, but good order, whether Edenic natural order or military discipline.
One first fleet officer said of the indigenous people: ‘They appear... from their unreasoning
manners, to have few ideas of order among themselves.’3 Farming, like colonisation, requires order,
which is achieved through mapping, surveying and construction of roads, as Paul Carter’s spatial
histories reveal.4 In late June 1788, Phillip wrote, ‘There are few things more pleasing than the
contemplation of order and useful arrangement’, which he contrasted with wilderness.5
The first settlers in North America in Jamestown, Virginia, (a failure6) looked upon ‘uncivilised’
America and saw a paradise, even a new Eden.7 Thirteen years later, the Pilgrim Fathers arrived and
saw a ‘wilderness’ whose demonic spirits must be tamed. Leo Marx noted that North American art
and writing expressed the ideal of nature as tamed by man's hand. In the ‘pastoral ideal’ of the 19th
C.8 Leo Marx notes that primitivism, the older and simpler viewpoint advocates a return to a simple
natural subsistence way of living, a retreat from civilisation, whereas the pastoral tries to resolve
these oppositions into an ideal mix of nature and culture. But a faith in technology underlined this
optimistic view in unlimited progress. J. Garreau notes that, ‘By the 1800s, the idea of progress was
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no longer dependent on divine guidance. It was attached instead to faith in reason, science, and
technology - the works of man himself.’9
Whereas the pastoral was North America’s native genre, from the beginning the georgic shadows
Australian literature. Barron Field’s First Fruits of Australian Poetry (1819) was the first poetry
book published in Australia, though his prose makes keener observations: ‘[T]he foliage is scanty,
and of a peculiar pale green tint, without any gloss. Hence the woods appear bright and shadowless:
this, although a loss of comfort for the traveller under the scorching rays of summer, is of
importance to the farmer, as it allows grass to grow where it otherwise would not.’10 Kenneth
Slessor locates the beginning of a fracture from 'English ideas' in lines from Charles Harpur’s, 'The
Creek of the Four Graves’ (1853). Slessor explains: 'A farmer goes exploring with four hired hands
to try to find new pastureland for his sheep and cattle. . . The moon rises and suddenly they are
attacked by blacks.' He admits, 'there is nothing truly Australian in the setting as a whole . . . the
landscape is still as English as one of Cobbett's rural rides.' Slessor cites the shift beginning with the
lines:
‘With upward tapering feathery swamp-oaks,
The sylvan eyelash always of remote
Australian waters ...’
Charles Harpur 11

Slessor admits ‘sylvan’ is old school, but what of the strained grammar and the anapestic sway
forward with the stubborn beat of swamp oaks? His thesis is unconvincing. Harpur typically writes
in ‘Midsummer Noon in the Australian Forest’, in generic terms: ‘All the birds and insects keep /
Where the coolest shadows sleep . . .’ Henry Kendall was the first poet with the ambition to be
known as a Native Australian Poet; he wrote to a friend, ‘I was born in the forests and the
mountains were my sponsors. Hence, I am saturated with a peculiar spirit of Australian scenery.’12
Kendall’s most original observations are in prose, describing a journey on the Clarence River from
Grafton. The last two lines of his poem ‘Bellbirds’ use the conceit that memory of nature would
sustain him in the city (a theme Wordsworth and Banjo Paterson also mined): Charming to slumber
the pain of my losses / With glimpses of creeks and a vision of mosses.13 Judith Wright criticises
Kendall for his conservative old world ways of describing Australia, while John Kinsella cites both
poets, writing, ‘The Australian ‘bush’ identity... is at the core of our national identity, the
propaganda that has so effectively excluded outside interaction and marginalised indigenous
peoples.’14 (Our cultural mythologies may be bush-based, but cities are viewed as centres of cultural

A New Defence of Poetry - and New Possibilities from Hypertext to Ecopoetry

186

activity, which has repercussions for a green aesthetic.15) A national poetry requires some sense of
vernacular. Chris Wallace-Crabbe cites John Shaw Neilson’s poetry as ‘quite devoid of usages or
phrasing derived from Australian idiolect.’16 Nielson’s father was a bush poet, and he was brought
up on a farm, but his language failed this background, though poets from Judith Wright to Robert
Grey have praised him as central to Australian poetry.17
John Kinsella discusses the Australian pastoral: ‘This “form” is a vehicle of nationalist yearning and
either through it or against it we might read all Australian poetry. It lurks in the background
regardless. I used to discuss this issue many times with John Forbes who argued that the Australian
pastoral is a nostalgic folly and entirely unrepresentative. But this is its strength, and this is what
makes it the ultimate tool of nationalistic sentiment - it is always there, allusive, chthonic, and
entirely predictable in its reception, if not its content. It is my project to subvert this reception and
consequently the blind nationalism that supports it.’18 This is the easy pastoralism that Peter Minter
has attacked: ‘I despair at the deluge of poetry by metropolitan democrats who might approximate
and celebrate the provincial by fetishising an ironic pastoralyric style while remaining relatively
untroubled by mass extinction and commodification and endorsing aptness of metaphor as the
fundamental mark of poetic value.’19 Susan Schultz believes that mainstream poetry inherits the
pastoral approach, ‘Poems in this mode, which Charles Altieri has called "scenic," owe their genesis
to Romanticism, and often feature a solitary artist looking out at a pastoral landscape and
discovering himself in it. This poetry knows what it says before it says it . . .’20
I believe that Australian poetry, up to mid-career Kenneth Slessor, is inadequate to political and
natural experiences of Australian natural environments. Christopher Brennan’s poems about the
Australian environment have (like Harpur’s) no endemic features, and could be describing any part
of the world. This is partly due to the inadequacy of available poetic models; the pastoral was hard
to map onto such a strange land, and landscape itself is a limiting idea closely associated with
Cicero’s ‘Second Nature’, not desert, or tracts of forest.
In the poem ‘In Arcady’ (1911), Victor Daley continued the city or the bush argument, the
Australian version of city versus county, expressed in the Bulletin rivalry between two famous rival
writers, Banjo Paterson and Henry Lawson. The poetic debate began with an anonymous poem, ‘The
Voice from the Bush’ in the literary pages of The Bulletin twenty years earlier:21
‘I suppose that this is Arcady...
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The farmers use, to break the ground, a fine four-furrow plough
Their ancestors would smile if they could see the Irish now –
for they wrought hard with wooden shares their frugal crops to raise,
When Cecht, the Plough, they worshipped in the old Dedanaan days.
In spite of new machines the world is full of wonder sweet . . .’
Victor Daley22

Daley’s ironic supposition praises country life while acknowledging increasing mechanical
efficiencies (in a twist on Dwyer’s ‘what needful art is new’). Daley ends the poem, ‘But please the
Lord, on Monday morn, I’m leaving Arcady.’23
Two world wars later, in ’For A Pastoral Family’ (1985), Judith Wright works the theme of love
for, and at the same time, alienation from the land:
‘Well, there are luxuries still,
including pastoral silence, miles of slope and hill,
the cautious politeness of bankers . . .
the previous owners put up little fight,
did not believe in ownership, and so were scarcely human.’
‘To My Brothers’
‘If now there are landslides, if our field of reference
is much eroded, our hands show little blood.
We enter a plea: Not Guilty.’
‘To My Generation’

The ethical difficulty of how to reconcile the past appropriation of land (sometimes through murder)
is spelt out. In The Cry for the Dead, Wright notes that the white settlers did not see any evidence
that the land was being ploughed and cultivated – hence the lie of Terra Nullius. Cultivation was the
proper use for fertile land on biblical authority and English custom, thus the indigenous people did
not own the land. Wright set out to resolve through her poetry the tension, in David Malouf's words,
of ‘environment and place on one hand, and on the other all the complex associations of an
inherited culture. We have our sensory life in one world, whose light and weather and topography
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shapes all that belongs to our physical being, while the larger part of what comes to us through
language for example, and knowledge, and training, derives from another.’ 24
‘Grass is across the wagon tracks,
and plough strikes bone beneath the grass,
and vineyards cover all the slopes
where the dead teams were used to pass.’
‘Bullocky’ 25

Judith Wright, Australia’s best loved ‘nature poet’, grew up on ‘Thalgaroch Station’ near Armidale,
NSW (which she had hoped to inherit, but was disappointed; it was because of her gender). She was
well aware of the land’s short white history and long Aboriginal history:
‘Over the west side of the mountain,
that’s lyrebird country.
I could go down there, they say, in the early morning,
and I’d see them, I’d hear them.
Ten years, and I have never gone.
I’ll never go.
I’ll never see the lyrebirds –
the few, the shy, the fabulous,
the dying poets....
No, I have never gone.
Some things ought to be left secret, alone;
some things – birds like walking fables –
ought to inhabit nowhere but the reverence of the heart.’
‘The Lyrebird’ 26

These lines tighten after the promise of seeing the birds. It is a reductive view of lyrebirds with
overly romantic notion of poets. The poem closes off the possibility of an ecopoetics. I agree with
Vernon Young, who thinks, ‘she should have ended the poem with the line: ‘No, I have never
gone.’ It would have been sufficient; the following lines refuse the lyrebird its identity.27 This is
why Wright is not an ecopoet:
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‘How shall I remember the formula for poetry?
This morning I have abandoned the garden.
Too overgrown to recall the shapes we planned,
it flourishes with weeds not native to this country...
I try to remember the formula for poetry.
Plastic bags, broken beer bottles
effluent from the pig-farm
blur an old radiance.’
‘At Cedar Creek’ 28

The formal lines give away the plot – there is no formula. Poeticisms don’t help. Nature isn’t
radiant, light is. ‘At Cedar Creek’ comes close to an ecological approach and understanding to the
environmental crisis, but turns away towards a Platonic hope.
Wright ends the poem ‘Rainforest’:
‘We with our quick dividing eyes
measure, distinguish and are gone.
The forest burns, the tree-frog dies,
yet one is all and all is one.’29

The final line, like many final lines, comes too easily, either for a neo-Platonist reference, or an
intimation of Gaia. (The strange thing about neo-Platonism is that it reverses Plato’s distrust of art
by suggesting art is capable of representing the ideal forms, and is superior to ordinary copies.)
I have explicated the poetic, imaginative and ecological nature of cognition in general, and
perception and language in particular. Language is doubled, as internal scaffolding, and an external
catalogue of references. Leonard Scigaj cites Merleau-Ponty to support his notion of Référance, as a
realisation that language is ‘a reified, limited set of abstract rules and concepts, a product of human
logic and reason, whose major function is to point us outward toward that infinitely less limited
referential reality of nature.’30 He makes no claims for naïve mimesis and the full presence of the
poet,31but this theoretical underpinning is still Cartesian at heart and is not enough for an ecological
philosophical approach necessary to support an ecopoetics.

A New Defence of Poetry - and New Possibilities from Hypertext to Ecopoetry

190

David Campbell was born on a station near Adelong into the squattocracy, like Judith Wright.32 He
named one sequence ‘Work & Days’ after Hesiod. The first poem in the sequence is a simple
rhyming (variable) poem, ‘Ploughing’. The theme of drought, ever present in the Australian
pastoral, Campbell places in the social context:
‘The tractors are out turning the red soil . . .
Good rains after a long drought.
The paddocks take on patterns under the plough
For Brodericks, Masters and Harrisons are out . . .’ 33

Chris Wallace-Crabbe, in the essay ‘Squatter Pastoral’ repeats Douglas Stewart’s trope: ‘can a
pastoralist write pastoral?’34
Roland Robinson actually worked on a sheep farm (he is not an ideal candidate for an Australian
pastoral poet, being a working class rouseabout and radical). He became interested in Aboriginal
narratives that spun webs of significances over the country. He worked in the outback and preferred
rock to pasture, despite a high regard for Edward Thomas. David Campbell selected ten of
Robinson’s poems for an anthology in 1970; the 164 short lines of poetry contain the words ‘rock’ 9
times; ‘ridge’ 5; ‘stone’ 6; and ‘range’ twice.35 He shares Gary Snyder’s attentiveness.
‘Out from you, rock, my friend,
I lean and, reaching, bend
the scentless pale spray back
to me and see the black
spots in each orchid flower.’
‘Rock-Lily’36

Like Snyder, Robinson dealt with physical labour, but with an Australian social touch, that Snyder
from a Beat/Zen tradition, lacked at first.
‘Here I have chosen to be a fettler, work
to lay down the red-gum sleepers, line and spike
the rails with adze and hammer, shovel and bar,
to straighten up and find my mates, myself
lost in the spinifex flowing down in waves
to meet the shadow-sharpened range and know
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myself grown lean and hard again with toil.’
‘Deep Well’37

Philip Hodgins grew up on a farm, worked into publishing then returned to farming, though dying
of cancer at the time. From the beginning, Blood and Bone (1986), which dealt with his leukaemia,
he shunned sentimentality and romantic notions of nature. His first collection that dealt with farm
life, Animal Warmth (1990) nodded to Hesiod, but was resolutely Australian in its vernacular and
tough sensibility, despite elaborate experiments with unlikely forms, like the sestina.
The poem ‘The Discs’ displays tough physical work even with the use of modern machinery.38 The
poem is as methodical as ploughing and its rhythm tied to a body’s steady momentum using
machinery.39 Hodgins targets the repetitive nature of farm-work through slow rhythms. Each stanza
of ‘The Discs’ begins with a stress ‘To’ the impersonal infinitive. The first three stanzas begin,
‘To go back purposefully to the big machinery shed ...
To travel slowly down the bottom lane...
To come to a chained five-bar gate and stop...’

The poet drags the lines, filled with stresses, and resolutely end-stops them. There’s no sense of
flight, or flow – this is heavy repetitive work, not a flâneur’s drift, or the dance of the scyther.40
Labour is ignored in the pastoral, and lightly worked in georgics. But embodied relations with the
land are important. Bridget Keegan claims of Duck, ‘Because he was involved in manual labour,
critics for nearly three centuries have found themselves profoundly uneasy in approaching seriously
Duck's poetic labours.’41 The poem is in danger of making light the hard labour through Classical
allusion:
‘Now in the Air our knotty Weapons fly;
And now with equal Force descend from high:
Down one, one up, so well they keep the Time,
The Cyclops Hammers could not truer chime;
Nor with more heavy Strokes could Aetna groan,
When Vulcan forg'd the Arms for Thetis' Son.
In briny Streams our Sweat descends apace,
Drops from our Locks, or trickles down our Face.
No intermission in our Works we know;
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The noisy Threshall must for ever go.
Their Master absent, others safely play:
The sleeping Threshall does itself betray.’ (L38-49)42

Just as an examination of contemporary poetry must look at hypertext, an examination of
contemporary georgic poetry must deal with machines and technology. The sense of work derives
from the sounds and kinaesthetic of body and machinery at work on the material world, ‘landing
with a crunch on Rossi workboots ... the throttle pulled back halfway, / the engine and the discs
complaining noisily’... and pump more pungent diesel in / using the squeaking hand-pump screwed
in to the top.’ Only in the final stanza, does the poet/farmer finally look up from his task and
perceive non-human events.43 The prosaic line ‘teal ducks going overhead towards the swamp’,
leads directly to the poem’s most lyrical almost liminal line, ‘gently angled lines of dense sunlight.’
This in turn brings his attention back to the repetitive symmetry of work, the ‘centre of the rich
paddock.’ The only other self-reflexive line is when, having opened the gate to the paddock, he
stands ‘for a moment / looking thoughtfully at thirty acres of rested soil.’ Though the word ‘rested’
informs more than ‘thoughtfully’, the word could be ‘denuded.’
Chris Wallace-Crabbe, in a review of Hodgins’ New Selected Poems, terms his oeuvre, ‘pastoral
poetry which captures real pastures, feeling plain and true’, but he is more accurate in noting,
‘Hodgins found ways to register ordinary farming, common equipment and daily work.’44 Pastoral
poetry always is a fantasy.45 There are parallels with Virgil’s 'Praise of the country life' section of
the Georgics (2.458-542). Virgil’s farmer who controls his amor (love, energy, vigour) creatively
lives in harmony with nature. He is happy; his work sustains his family and the nation as a whole.46
Hodgins’ poetry is far removed from a pastoral vision, let alone an ecological vision, and is aware
of his own destructiveness. He complains of Pitt Street farmers in the poem, ‘The Land Itself’, ‘In
places where the land has begun to heal itself / there are the younger old cuisines, softer footed / the
emu farms and kangaroo farms, both high fenced / and nurtured by smart restaurants and tax writeoffs.’47 Such complaints never appear in his confrontations with leukaemia, in the remarkably
honest collection Blood and Bone. Hodgin’s bitterness with the land is evident in one of his weaker
poems, ‘Pastoral Feature Film’ (AW p63), with its refrain on ‘The Country Boys’, and in ‘Second
Thoughts on the Georgics’, beginning with the prosaic, ‘You’d have to be out of your mind / to
want to run a farm these days. / I mean who on earth’s going to give you / a fair price for your
product?’ This discursive poem offers broad georgic information and details of the pragmatics of

A New Defence of Poetry - and New Possibilities from Hypertext to Ecopoetry

193

country life, from advice on the dangers of clover growth in October, to which radio station gives
the best forecasts, and the making do aspects - a working brand of aesthetic pleasure.
‘Then after the first good rain you cultivate
the ground for a crop in autumn.
Use a neighbour’s chisel plough for this –
they’re too expensive to buy your own.
It’s a ripper job. After hours and hours
of chewing diesel fumes you look back satisfied
at a paddock lined as neat as a fingerprint.’48

The section ‘The Land’ in Up on All Fours (1993) also follows Hesiod’s program, but the poems
are often prosaic vehicles. ‘Erosion and Salinity’, is one of his weaker poems:
‘What used to be a paddock
is now a kind of chart . . .
His problems all stem back
to the indifferent ease
with which the bulldozer
levelled off the topsoil
and cleared the paddock
of its water-funnel trees.’49

Hodgins can sound trapped by his labour and his art. He ends his poem ‘Bucolica’ with, ‘A
paddock, like a poem, is a lie. / I gauge myself in both of them and try / To show that each one is
the other place.’ 50 This is one attempt to close the gap between culture and nature, between the
pastoral and georgic, between farming and healthy lands, and between language and the work of the
body and machine.
Farming can be a retreat. Ted Hughes, following the suicide of two wives, retreated to ‘Moortown
Farm’ in Yorkshire, bred sheep and cattle, and wrote. Moortown (1979) is his georgic mode with an
elemental emphasis; he deals with life and death on the farm.51
‘I felt inside
Past the noose of mother-flesh, into the slippery
Muscled tunnel, fingering for a hoof,
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Right back to the port-hole of the pelvis.’
‘February, 17th’52

The still-birth is dated; such events leave their mark. His poetry has always combined beauty and
horror in the natural events and wild energies that humans have occluded, but which are available to
us through techniques, such as rhythm, and poetry. Such experience is rarer in England, now paved,
housed, asphalted and where agro-business rules under the EU’s Common Agricultural Policy. The
English countryside, of both the pastoral and georgic, is now being emptied of bird song and
biodiversity:
‘It would be specious to pretend
that any bit of British countryside is anything
but an agricultural factory marked Piss Off.’
Peter Riley53

The plough itself has been a disaster in many areas.54 Tools, as argued earlier, are extensions of the
body; André Leroi-Gourhan argues that inventions, including the plough, are, ‘mutations of that
external organism which, in the human, substitutes itself for the physiological body.’55 At the larger
scale, Bruno Latour argues that machines are combinations of humans and technology, in which
each is adapted to the other so that the two can effectively act as one. They are ‘lashups’, collective
action using the human and non-human, which enable new possibilities if the two are well adapted
to one another. 56 But this combination greatly increases the power of actions and hence the
ramifications of its use and has led to the sphere of technology.57 Technology began with the
machine, abstracted principles from it, became independent and is now a political, economic, and
social reality – this is what farming in the West has become. Heidegger notes that to cultivate
'meant to take care of and to maintain.' An entirely different ideal rules in 'factory' farming. The
earth no longer gives or withholds, loses 'Agriculture is now the mechanized food industry.'58 Paul
Thompson, quoting Albert Borgmann, identifies ‘farming as the “resolute and regular dedication” to
land, and not just any land or land in general, but to the land on which one farms.’59
Hughes also wrote about the business of the georgic, with similar language to Hodgins. It is winter,
and he too is trying to start a tractor, ‘I stare at it in hatred’; and the machinery is obstinate:
‘Worse iron is waiting. Power-lift kneels,
Levers awake imprisoned deadweight,
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Shackle-pins bedded in cast-iron cow-shit.
The blind and vibrating condemned obedience
Of iron to the cruelty of iron,
Wheels screeched out of their night-locks.’
‘Tractor’60

Hodgins was not writing pastorals (an urban form about greensward and grasslands, not ploughing
fields or ecopoetry). He had no sentimental notion of connection to the land other than work,
familiarity and tradition, which he depicts best in Dispossessed (1994). This blank verse novella
deals in great detail with farming realities, through a story of banks, overdrafts and losing the family
farm. Some of his most original observations of the natural environment occur here, though there is
looseness in the descriptions of Liz’s reactions and thoughts. when she goes for a walk and
witnesses a platypus, and the dead farm animals.61 (Ploughing is typically a man’s occupation;
women appear to use a more metaphoric georgic, for example, Muriel Ruykeyser Judith Wright,
and Jorie Graham.62
John Kinsella, like Hodgins, was brought up on a farm. He writes a tough georgic about ‘collapsed
livelihood’:
‘No, he favoured the tractor
and disc ploughs set in tandem: the drought
recently broken and the ground needing preparation
(anyway). No, he just ploughed them in. Instant
blood and bone.’63

The silo: a pastoral symphony: poems was written in London, perhaps assisting its well-rounded
perspective.64 He notes, ‘The pastoral was falling into the eco-destruction that it always was. To
reconstruct the rural from London, of all cities, seemed appropriate.’65 Kinsella carries
cosmopolitan and classical poetics with him back to the farm:
‘That you said to Prynne on the telephone . . ‘ and
I note the ‘boss’ has resurrected an old plough
for this season’s use (maybe he did it
a season earlier) – Aristotle might have made
it clear ‘Every tragedy has its complication . . .’
‘The Fire Mist: The Return from Exile’66
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He comments that The Silo is an ‘exploration’ of ‘environment and character through perceptions of
both the European pastoral and Romanticism.’67 The two traditions are at odds, one being subdued
classical, the other nervous sublime. He can also strike the vernacular, as in ‘Merrymakimg – a
triptych, 2. First Rains’:
‘First Rains! Two weeks
steady but not too heavy.
Get the disc plough out,
cut the surface.
Let the earth breathe
First Rains! Two weeks
steady but not too heavy. . .’

Kinsella has investigated the term pastoral: ‘The anti-pastoral, the post-pastoral, the radical pastoral,
the neo-pastoral are all terms that are in frequent use among pastoral theorists and practitioners in
the late twentieth century.’68 There is no workable definition of ‘pastoral’. Halperin has tried to pin
the term down, centring the term on ‘literature about or pertaining to herdsmen and their activities
in a country setting; these activities are conventionally assumed to be three in number: caring for
the animals under their charge, singing or playing musical instruments, and making love.’ 69
Pastoral also contrasts the natural world of simplicity and the complex powerful urban world of
artifice. Kinsella has commented, ‘The deployment of a euro-‘pastoral’ tradition in Australia
seemed ludicrous, and a kind of anti-pastoral developed. We’re talking about an invaded space,
from a farming perspective. A land that has been ecologically devastated.’70
‘A clear
dawn is soluble anyway
& the tractor gnaws,
its queasy stomach
turning slowly & coldly
with winter:
dispossessed
the farmer moans - a sudden downpour
shaves his precious topsoil.’
‘Night Seeding & Notions of Property’, John Kinsella71
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Kinsella introduces this poem: ‘I've written against the appropriation of the idyllic idealizations of
an urban culture. And by extension against the western notion of agrarian innocence, and of the
rural's political expediency. This is not to reduce things to a city/country dichotomy, to buy into the
literary politics of contemporary Australia, but to place people and environment on a common
ground.’72 The question is whether the poem does justice to its ambition, using a lyric style and
form.
Les Murray has written a version of Works & Days, in the ambitious poem, ‘The Idyll Wheel: Cycle
of a Year at Bunyah, NSW, April 1986 –April 1987.’ He provides a plain explanatory preface:
‘I wanted to trace a year through all its stages.
I would start after summer, to catch a subtly vernal effect
(April is also when I conceived the project). . .
and to be real, the year had to be particular
since this wasn’t to be a cyclic calendar
of miniature peasantry painted as for a proprietor. . .
As forefather Hesiod may have learned too, by this time,
things don’t recur precisely on the sacred earth: they rhyme.’73

This discursive poem deals with country life in general, not farming, and is not informational, eg,
‘Our pumpkins took / first prize at Nabioc Show’, and ‘Its the opening of the surf season’, or, ‘With
the post office gone / nowhere’s left for district people to meet by accident.’ It does speak of a
rurality which John Berger points out disappears with an industry called farming.74 It is an effect of
globalisation which Zygmunt Bauman links to changes in communication.75 In 1951 Eleanor Dark
wrote about a community of small farmers she lived amongst having moved to Queensland, this
was a sustainable small is beautiful world, long before Schumacher coined the phrase. The capitalist
world surrounded them, where, ‘newspapers grow fatter, roads grow wider, crowds grow bigger,
problems get tougher, cars grow longer, bangs do louder and prices shoot even higher, with wages
in hot pursuit.’76
Murray, like Hodgins, grew up on a dairy farm in New South Wales. His poem ‘Towards Immanent
Days’77 begins ‘Midmorning, September, and red tractors climb / on a landscape wide as all
forgiveness.’ But that sentiment changes,
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‘Even the hired boy knows,
at his age, that freedom is memory. He sees hope
in asking about cities. How can I tell him
the cities are debris driven by explosions . . .’

Murray mines the old pastoral theme (city/country, city or the bush) in terms of the Athenian and
the Boeotian, and in terms of a fervent nostalgia.78 The former symbolises the urban and
commercial focused on the rational abstracting part of the brain (the ‘forebrain’). Murray represents
the expatriate Peter Porter as an example of Athenian ‘enlightenment’ and rationality, describing
Athens as ‘that perennial urbane country of the mind which for ever scorns, oppresses and renews
itself from my native Boeotia.’79 Murray is much more comfortable with the ‘ocker’, titling one
poem, ‘The Dream of Wearing Shorts Forever’.
Murray believes ‘Real’ Australians are Boeotian, a sensibility he thinks is vital to the coherence and
health of modern Australian Literature.80 Boeotia derives from imagination, inspiration and rural
values and Murray argues, ‘our culture is still in its Boeotian phase, and any distinctiveness we
possess is still firmly anchored in the bush.’81 Murray links this argument to a concept of 'Strine
Shinto' and the quest for national and communal identity with due acknowledgment of Aboriginal
knowledge and culture.82 White Australian history distances the two cultures. Murray’s distinction
is alert to the tension between the Apollonian and Dionysian, first emphasised by Nietzsche in the
Birth of Tragedy.83 Murray’s earlier poetry does combine calm appreciation of the beautiful
(Apollonian) and the Dionysian (exemplified by music), in Murray’s case a rich wild line –
Nietzsche thought this combination could only be found in Greek tragedy and early Wagner – with
the Dionysian always to the fore.
Murray’s collection Presence: Translations from the Natural World, is widely cited as providing
good examples of his nature poems:84
‘We shell down on the sleeping-branch. All night
the limitless Up digests it meats of light.’

‘Eagles Pair’

‘Liar made of leaf-litter, quivering ribby in shim,
hen-sized under froufrou, chinks in a quiff display him
on her, dancing in mating time, or out.’
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‘By its nobship sailing upside down,
by its inner sexes, by the crystalline
pimplings of its skirts, by . . .’

'Mollusc’

Murray may use language ‘to sing creatures into existence’, but their existence is linguistic, not
ecological, or wild. Porter has recently commented, ‘I had long praised Translations from the
Natural World as one of the most valuable shifts in poetic language since Hopkins. This time the
poems seemed to me willed and disruptive exercises in diction, anthropomorphic cartoons verging
on Disney. Parts of speech are ventriloquised into chaotic benedicities.’85
Mark O’Connor depicts humans in animal environments, though still with anthropocentric
tendencies (and in the following poem with an unnecessary Martian title and conceit):
‘Five rays are paused in this pool
like blue-grey stepping-stones,
a matched set of china...
My staring disturbs them:
they know they must edge towards me first
before the outlet turns deep and safer.
They follow-the-leader, cautious
as cows trailing down a slope, until--zip!—
each flips up and over
the pool's lip, splashing, away...
The fisherman says they make faithful pets
and come each tide for a scrap of fish.
And one settles upon another now, slowly
overlapping plate on plate
like tolerant platonic love.’
‘Live Wedgewood’, Mark O'Connor86

Seamus Heaney writes of Murray’s ‘dream of a world where no language will be relegated, a world
where the ancient rural province of Boeotia (which Les Murray has made an image for all the
outback and dialect cultures of history) will be on an equal footing with the city state of Athens;
where not just Homer but Hesiod will have his due honour.’87 I want to honour Hesiod too, but we
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know so much more now. Surely, Hesiod would be writing ecologically, in ecologically informed
ways now.
As Martin Langford knows, our ecological disaster stems form the momentum of British heritage,
colonial history:
‘You know how to shoot or trap wildfowl;
to find the best trees. Without thinking too much about it,
you build sets for landscapes. You worked the Big Scrub,
out of Lismore. You ringbarked the Liverpool Plains.
Dew-fragrant, breakfast-smoke idylls, the lot of them,
people will just walk away from, on farm after farm—when sons
don’t come home from the fighting, a few decades on; when rains
or soils fail.’
‘The Anglo-Saxon Chronicles, II: c.1890’88

The tone of Murray’s poem ‘Equanimity’, despite ambiguities of smile and grimace, suggests an
attitude that does not require work to understand the land that belies the wonderful ending:
‘a field all foreground, and equally all background,
like a painting of equality. Of infinite detailed extent
like God’s attention. Where nothing is diminished by perspective.’89

‘The Buladelah-Taree Holiday Song Cycle’ is one of Murray’s most successful poems, which
explores the human impacts on the NSW coastal strip: ‘the country of the rationalised farms, of the
day-and-night farms/ and of the Pitt Street farms.’ There is a casual approach to living and to
history, ruins are not memorials, the past is present, and the cattle grazing not intensively grain fed and all rolls along inside long, relaxed, enjambed lines:
‘At the place of the Plough handles, of the Apple Trees Bending
Over, and of the Cattlecamp,
there the vealers are feeding: they are loosely at work, facing everywhere.
They are always out there, and the forest is always on the hills; . . .
The Fathers and the Great-grandfathers, they are out in the
paddocks all the time, they live out there,
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at the place of the Rail Fence, of the Furrows Under Grass, at the
place of the Slab Chimney.
We tell them clearing is complete, an outdated attitude, all over;
we preach without a sacrifice, and are ignored; flowering bushes
grow dull to our eyes. . .
Abandoned fruit trees, moss-tufted, spotted with dim lichen
paints; the fruit trees of the Grandmother’s,
they stand along the creekbanks, in the old home paddocks, where
the houses were, . . .’

The last section of the poem turns from deictic naming to the night sky, and in its lyrical enthusiasm
ends by echoing Dylan Thomas’ ‘Fernhill’. The mention of land clearing is a gentle put down of
Athenians (like Hodgins), but farmers are stubborn and landclearing is a huge issue.90 The
Australian environment is an ongoing tale of neglect and/or ruthless abuse. Since Murray wrote this
poem, land clearing is up 40 per cent; 160 species are now listed as extinct, endangered or
vulnerable and we're pumping out 17% more greenhouse gases.91 I now begin to examine ecopoetry
(including claims Murray is an ecopoet), distinguished partly by its awareness of the current
environmental crisis and its rhetorical and didactic purpose.
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Chapter 13

Towards Ecopoetry

13.1

Are Wordsworth and Murray Eco poets?

13.2

Dwelling

Linked Appendices
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Appendix 21 The Ecocritical importance of Walden
Appendix 22 The flâneurs
Appendix 23 An Ozzie Bushwalk - Nature Flâneurs

The move from nature poetry to an ecopoetry requires a considerable effort, and is not merely
some sophisticated development of nature, or landscape poetry.

13.1

Are Wordsworth and Murray Ecopoets?

Geoffrey Hartman views Wordsworth’s fidelity to nature as a paradox: ‘It is a paradox, though
not an unfruitful one, that he should scrupulously record nature’s workmanship, which prepares
the soul for its independence, out of respect of nature. His greatest verse still takes its origin in
the memory of a given experience to which he is often pedantically faithful. He adheres,
apparently against nature, to natural fact.’1 What illuminates this paradox is Abram’s point (in
Natural Supernaturalism) that Wordsworth transposes religious categories onto the natural
world.2 This explains a further paradox – that while Wordsworth is considered to be the epitome
of a nature poet, he was, as John Koethe and Harold Bloom argue, more interested in pure
subjectivity.3
In a discussion of ‘Tintern Abbey’, Jonathan Bate claims that Wordsworth is an ‘ecopoet’: ‘by
turning from sight to sound and feeling, and thence to the temporal dimension of memory, he
connects his consciousness to the ecosystem.’4 This claim is unsustainable. How does one
connect consciousness to anything, let alone a construct with no fixed definition, borders, and
unknown processes? Bate’s claim is essentially Cartesian, and using a model of the world that
scientists cannot locate.5 Nature was once viewed as permanent, God-given, and early ecologists
talked of a balance of nature, as if nature is static in equilibrium. Bate claims, ‘A successful
ecosystem is one which is held in balance.’ This suggests a return to the notion of a balance of
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nature, which is not a useful conception of how ecosystems and their processes and structure are
in a rich dynamic; there is constant change.6 Snyder uses science, as well as Zen and the
everyday, to inform his poetry. He has discussed the concept of climax: ‘In a climax situation a
high percentage of the energy is derived not from grazing off the annual production of biomass,
but from recycling dead biomass, the duff of the forest floor, the trees that have fallen, the
bodies of dead animals. Recycled... When we deepen or enrich ourselves, looking within,
understanding ourselves, we come closer to being like a climax system... Art is an assimilator of
unfelt experience, perception, sensation, and memory for the whole society.’7 Ideas of
succession, and climax are unreliable models that support the idealistic ‘equilibrium theory’.8
Recent views emphasise change, disturbance, and unpredictability. The new paradigm,
variously called the non-equilibrium, or hierarchical patch dynamics paradigm, recognises
explicitly what many ecologists have known for decades: that many different kinds of change
are operative in ecological systems, over a great range of temporal and spatial scales.9
‘To sum up: chance and change are ubiquitous; habitats are heterogeneous; selection
drives parents to produce a great excess of young; death (disturbance) is necessary for
life; and movements of individuals are pervasive. That’s the way the world is made
and works.’
William Drury10

An ecopoetry makes best use of this dynamic, and accept its discursive, unbounded, and
contingent nature.
In the short lyric poems from Lyrical Ballads that meditate on nature (‘Lines written at a small
Distance’; ‘Lines written in early spring’; ‘Expostulation and Reply’; and ‘The Tables Turned’),
Wordsworth exhibits no signs of such a consciousness. Under Romantic influences, poets
turned from local landscapes to the sublime, and the foreign. Wordsworth’s attention remained
local, and occasionally turned to natural local detail. Wordsworth kept to the local, even in the
title of ‘Lines Left upon a Seat in a Yew-tree, which stands near the lake of Esthwaite, on a
desolate part of the shore, commanding a beautiful prospect’:
‘His only visitants a straggling sheep,
The stone-chat, or the glancing sand-piper:
And on these barren rocks, with fern and heath,
And juniper and thistle, sprinkled o'er,
Fixing his downcast eye, he many an hour
A morbid pleasure nourished, tracing here
An emblem of his own unfruitful life.’11
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But more often limited, as demonstrated by the early version of The Pedlar, and in the lines
below, the birds are anonymous and foreign - only the poet’s affect is present:12
‘The birds around me hopp’d and play’d:
Their thoughts I cannot measure,
But the least motion which they made,
It seem’d a thrill of pleasure.’13

William Carlos Williams notices the ordinary, though without alluding to any natural processes.
His unique prosody gives a common plant and insect their due:
‘A concrete disposal tank at
one end, small wooden
pit-covers scattered about – above
sewer intakes, most probably –
Down the centre’s a service path
graced on one side by
a dandelion in bloom – and a white
butterfly –...’
‘A Bastard Peace’14

This is not ecopoetry, as I understand the term;15 (Chapter 14.3) and neither is the visually acute
poetry of poets influenced by him, like Charles Tomlinson.16 John Clare on the other hand, ‘was
on the level of “different insects passing and repassing as if going to market or fair, some
climbing up bents and rushes like so many church steeples, and others getting out of the sun and
into the bosom of a flower”.’17 The world of ‘Tintern Abbey’ was no longer simply seen
through anthropocentric glasses, but it was hardly biocentric.18 Wordsworth is still patriarchal,
anthropocentric, and indulges in airy philosophising (‘thoughts that lie too deep for tears’); and
abstraction (‘something far more deeply interfused’).19
Ashton Nichols makes a more reasonable case: ‘My point is not that Romantic writers were
good scientists, or that their literary images always derived from accurate information. Sensitive
plants, poison trees, and ‘new species’, however, indicate a pervasive paradigm shift, away from
a ‘nature’ that was static and unchanging toward a ‘nature’ characterised by dynamic links
between all living things.’20 Karl Kroeber offers an alternative reason for describing ‘the
Wordsworthian-romantic position as proto-ecological ‘ - because Wordsworth dramatises ‘why
our understanding of nature must be a mutable one – because what is to be understood are
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evolving interactions between human beings and environments.21 Overall, both Wordsworth and
Coleridge were intent, as Fulford documents, on the anthropocentric project of, ‘locating social
and political order in the landscape.’22 I share Tom Gannon’s scepticism of, ‘Bate's and
Kroeber's hagiographic elevations of Wordsworth and company as proto-environmentalists.’23
Bate makes the claim, ‘Where the picturesque looks, the ecopoetic connects.’(145) But all
rhetoric and poetry is about connecting.24 As for an ecological descriptiveness, Gilpin offers
more in his account of Tintern Abbey.25 Gilpin was a devout Latitudinarianist’, (‘notoriously
hard to define’ says Robert Mayhew), but with an emphatic belief in the natural world as
evidence for God’s existence.26 Other such believers included Robert Boyle, William Paley
(Natural Theology, 1803), and the poet Edward Young. Daston and Park call this period (the
hinge of 16th/17th C) the ‘age of wonder’, which drove ‘alternative grand narrative for the
Scientific Revolution’, Curiosities became, ‘objects of philosophical analysis,... the focus of a
self-conscious sensibility, and... a nexus of cultural symbols’ in natural philosophy, medicine,
literature, and art.’ 27
Ruskin wanted the close observation of science to apply to art, and complains of a tree by
Poussin ‘It has no bark.’28 Ruskin was too formalistic, consistently drawing comparisons
between mountains and cathedrals in the language of natural theology, which is why he
disparaged Claude and supported Turner.29 Ruskin drew everyday as a practice to see nature:
'Languidly, but not idly, I began to draw it; and as I drew, the languor passed away, the
beautiful line insisted on being traced – without weariness. More and more beautiful they
became... At last, the tree was there, and everything I had thought before about trees, nowhere.'
30

Ruskin preferred the poetry of Scott and Byron, claiming their description of nature was more

precise, but quoted from ‘The Excursion’ on the title page of all five volumes of Modern
Painters:
‘Accuse me not
Of arrogance
If, having walked with Nature,
And offered, far as frailty would allow,
My heart a daily sacrifice to Truth,
I now affirm of Nature and of Truth . . .’

Bate notes that Gilpin was surprised to find a great ironworks in the valley close to the Abbey at
New Weir. Wordsworth did not know it but such industrial locations would end within a few
years with major implications for the growth of cities and efficiency of capitalist production.31
After the Boulton & Watt patent (1775) expired in 1800, cities expanded rapidly as factories
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had no need to be built beside watercourses for power.32 This was a blessing for the English
countryside with regards to pollution, but had huge repercussions on the growth of cities and
technological culture. This, and the Enclosure Acts, added to alienation from natural
environments. The Tory, Oliver Goldsmith, depicts a nostalgic prelapsarian vision of rural life
destroyed by these changes in ‘The Deserted Village’ (1770); termed an anti-pastoral:
‘A time there was, ere England's griefs began,
When every rood of ground maintained its man.’ (L57-8) 33

Theorists are snobbish about the Reverend Gilipin, but as Fulford notes, Gilpin led the way to,
‘a bourgeois democratisation of land and taste.’34 And Gilpin does give marvellous descriptions
of the landscapes with their natural life.35 This is not eco-writing but it is on the way, an
aesthetic attitude can lead there, and there is a sense of biophilia in his writings.36 Gary Snyder
expands upon a sense of biophilia: ‘As a poet I hold the most archaic values on earth. They go
back to the Paleolithic: the fertility of the soil, the magic of animals. The power-vision in
solitude, the terrifying initiation and rebirth the love and ecstasy of the damned, the common
work of the tribe.’37
Appendix 20

Gary Snyder – From Ploughing to Logging to Ecopoet

Snyder has broadened his perspective to bioregionalism and Gaia: ‘Consciousness, mind,
imagination and language are fundamentally wild. ‘Wild’ as in wild ecosystems – richly
interconnected, independent, and incredibly complex. Diverse, ancient and full of
information.’38 Snyder’s energies have pursued eco-philosophy, indigenous ways of dwelling,
and bioregionalism, in prose as well as poetry. Snyder’s poems have become much looser, but
more morally didactic;39 in my view less successful, though a prescriptive element is an
essential part of ecopoetry (Chapter 16.3). Paul Cliff has combed Les Murray’s poetic output to
seek ‘key bioregional identifiers’. He argues that the poetry, ‘with its very specific focus on
'place', its faithful absorption of 'real world' geophysical, historical and seasonal detail, and
portrayal of Bunyah as a distinctive, living and integrated community - has broad sympathies
with a bioregionalist approach to reading landscape.’40 It is a good argument, as far as it goes.
As Ray Dasmann argued back in the 1960s, all human activities must be managed in the light of
their environmental impact. Together with Peter Berg, he developed the bioregional concept,
which helps to locate us in the world and develop a sense of natural place.41 Bioregions are
determined initially by use of descriptive natural sciences, but essentially understood in terms of
a phenomenology of experience of place, and living there in a sustainable way. Kirkpatrick Sale
demands we get to know the land we live on down to, ‘The kinds of soils and rocks under our
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feet.’42 Bate has also looked at Les Murray in terms of biodiversity, bioregionalism, and place
(together with Edward Thomas and Basil Bunting).43 However, these thinkers emphasise
ecological sustainability and biocentrism - Murray does not. Murray’s interests would more
closely match John Kinsella’s concept of ‘International Regionalism’: ‘the preservation of
regional identity and integrity while being part of a global village’;44 and: ‘Difference, diversity,
and undercurrents of change: this communicating between regions through international
dialogue I have called International Regionalism.’45
Murray suggests that ‘[E]cological consciousness... is a new form of a very ancient sense of the
interrelatedness of all things.’46 This is one key aspect to the ecological; Elder and Kroeber both
emphasised ecological interdependence and interrelatedness.47 Bate tries to go further than Cliff,
arguing, ‘[T]here is a case for viewing him [Murray] as the major ecological poet currently
writing in the English language.’48 I disagree - ‘A Flowering Eucalypt in Autumn’ notes ‘nightcreaking / fig-squirting bats, or the daily /parrot gang with green pocketknife wings’, then
‘speculates’ on ‘a pure ethereal compost / of petals potted as they fell.’ In ‘Second Essay on
Interest: the Emu’, Murray notes, ‘the emu, Dromaius novaehollandiae, / whose stand-in on
most continents is an antelope’, observing how the bird ingests all manner of material, jumps:
‘collecting the bottletops, nails, wet cement that you famously swallow,
your passing muffled show, your serially private museum.
Some truths are now called trivial, though. Only God approves them.
Some humans who disdain them make a kind of weather
which, when it grows overt and widespread, we call war.’

Murray’s poems that come closest to making ecological observations, turn away from
ecological processes to call on transcendent terms like God. He writes in ‘Laconics: The Forty
Acres’, ‘Ecology? Sure. / but also husbandry.’ But he never deals forcefully in concrete terms
with either, because his interests are in place, and its social, historical, and religious interiors.
Murray frequently writes in morally didactic tones. Over ten years ago, Kevin Hart wrote,
‘Murray’s work now seems to be in decline’, partly due to ‘a growing preachiness in his
voice.’49 Murray’s subsequent collection, Subhuman Redneck Poems (1996), would have
confirmed that opinion.50 Murray can write marvellous poems, but does not write ecopoetry.
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13.2

Dwelling
‘Only if we are capable of dwelling, only then can we build.’
Heidegger51

Heidegger uses the term dwelling in his later philosophy for an authentic form of being
(Dasein), which he set against, what he took to be, the false ontologies of Cartesian dualism and
subjective idealism.52 We achieve Being not when we represent the world but open ourselves to
its being through insistent care (Besorgung). Heidegger talks of a farmhouse in the Black
Forest, ‘the self-sufficiency of the power to let earth and heaven, divinities and mortals enter in
a simple oneness into things, ordered the house.’53
Tim Ingold takes this passage to be ‘the founding statement of the dwelling perspective.’ He
asserts the ontology of dwelling combats Cartesian notions of mind detached from body,
environment and action: ‘life is given in engagement, not disengagement.’54 Building is not
erecting a blue print, or following mental plan using raw materials - building is ‘an activity
carried on by real people in a real-world environment, rather than by a disembodied intellect
moving in a subjective space in which are represented the problems it seeks to solve.’55 His
dwelling perspective derives from Merleau-Ponty’s embodied phenomenology - language,
thought, gesture and action immersed in the world (the old Cartesian dichotomies mind/brain,
language/sound; sound/meaning collapsed. – Ingold’s dwelling, central to his work, is singing
the world.56 Merleau-Ponty’s embodied focus is clear: ‘The analysis of motor habit as an
extension of existence leads... to an analysis of perceptual habit as the coming into possession of
a world. Conversely, every perceptual habit is still a motor habit and here equally the process of
grasping a meaning is performed by the body.’57 Jan Patocka takes a phenomenological
approach to understanding the lived body and outlines a philosophy (like Maxine SheetsJohnstone), ‘which takes movement as its basic concept and principle.’58
Bate uses the same passage from Heidegger (as Ingold), as evidence that: ‘For Heidegger,
poetry is the original admission of dwelling because it is a presencing not a representation, a
form of being not mapping... To be attuned is, for Heidegger, to dwell. ‘Mortals dwell in that
they save the earth . . . Saving the earth does not master the earth and dos not subjugate it,
which is merely one step from spoliation.’ This is in the strictest sense an ecopoetic.’59 I
disagree, and characterise ecopoetry in the next chapter.
Bate examines how Romantic writers do not just represent ‘Nature’, but through their texts offer
a phenomenological experience of dwelling in nature: ‘Ecopoetics asks in what respect a poem
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may be a making (Greek poiesis) of the dwelling-place - the prefix eco - is derived from the
Greek oikos, “the home or place of dwelling”.’60 He claims that poiesis provides the path to
dwelling since its metre resonates with, ‘nature's own rhythms’, producing ‘an echoing of the
song of the earth itself’. He does not explore the iconic, but concentrates on the notion of
dwelling, and Heidegger’s belief that ordinary language keeps us distanced from the earth, but
the language of poetry enables us to articulate relations between internal and external worlds.
This thesis argues that such a notion remains Cartesian, and is unhelpful.
Humans heed, what Heidegger terms, the ‘call’ of being by which we are to ‘shepherd’ nature.
For Bate, Heidegger's call is the ‘song of the earth’. Poetry is our response to the song; a
responding that is a presencing of nature. Poetry allows humans to dwell harmoniously with the
earth. As Bate states, ‘Ecopoetics must concern itself with consciousness. When it comes to
practice, we have to speak in other discourses.’61 He denies ecopoetics itself can deal with these
discourses. Ecopoetics, I argue, can concern itself with praxis through ecological sciences or
environmental management, since it is a tool for thinking though green issues. Any discourse is
grist to the poet/bricoleur, especially a discursive or hypertextual one. Walter Moser makes a
key point: ‘All knowledge is already by nature discursive. Consequently, its translation cannot
be from a non-discursive form to a discursive one, but rather from one discursive form to
another . . . knowledge is complex and retains the marks of the practice that produced it.’62
Tim Ingold explicates hunter-gatherer ontology, ‘they do not, as a rule, approach their
environment as an external world of nature that has to be ‘grasped’ conceptually and
appropriated symbolically within the terms of an imposed cultural design, as a precondition for
effective action... the separation of mind and nature has no place in their thought and practice.’63
This reminds us that these societies have no linguistic terms to correspond with 'nature', or even
'natural environment' - as opposed to culture and society.64 This is not Derrida’s argument in Of
Grammatology: that attempts by philosophers of language to stabilise meanings of terms like
Nature and root them in principles immune to critique, reflect ‘logocentrism’ are futile.
Heidegger complicates his notion of place with his ontological privileging of poetry:
‘[D]welling occurs only when poetry comes to pass and is present... as taking a
measure for all measuring. This measure-taking is itself an authentic measure-making,
no mere measure-making with ready-made measuring rods for he making of maps.
Nor is poetry building in the sense of raising and fitting buildings, but poetry is... the
primal form of building. Poetry first of all admits man’s dwelling into its very nature,
its presencing being. Poetry is the original admission of dwelling.’
Heidegger 65
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Bate agrees, writing, ‘the poet reveals how we live on the planet we dwell poetically
(dichterisch).’66 I think Heidegger’s main contribution comes earlier in his work. He suggested
primordial artisans treat things around them, as things to use: ‘To-handedness’
Zuhandenseinheit (the artisan's concept) is close to conscious human life, or Dasein, whereas
scientific thought treats things as objects in space-time, as present-at-handedness (things as
thought of scientifically) Vorhandenseinheit. The distinction is not clear,67 and ignores the selfmovement Maxine Sheets-Johnstone stresses. She writes: ‘Such things as hammers and spoons,
are not just there, ready to hand for an infant. We are not born with tools or other items of use in
our hands. We come to grasp objects, both literally and epistemologically through movement.‘68
An expert carpenter’s hammer becomes transparent for him (’ready-to-hand’) part of what
Heidegger calls ‘everyday skilful coping’; just as language is transparent in ordinary use. We
are all experts at speaking, and somewhere here there is an ontological connection with being.
‘In Heidegger's famous example one exercises the skill of hammering in order to
fasten pieces of wood together towards building a house, but ultimately for the sake of
being a carpenter. That is, what ultimately motives all learning and all action
according to Heidegger is that only through action does one get an identity, and having
an identity, a way to be, is what human being is all about. For Merleau-Ponty, on the
contrary, as we shall see, human action, like animal action, is, at its most basic level
motivated by a need to get a grip on the world.’
Hubert Dreyfus69

Dreyfus developed Merleay-Ponty’s theory of embodiment by looking at Skill Acquisition 70 In
Heidegger's example, one exercises the skill of hammering in order to fasten pieces of wood
together towards building a house, but ultimately for the sake of being a carpenter. That is, what
ultimately motives all learning and all action according to Heidegger is that only through action
does one get an identity, and having an identity, a way to be, is what human being is all about.71
For Merleau-Ponty, human action, like animal action, is, at its most basic level motivated by a
need to get a grip on the world. We do this through moving perception and working on the
world, through techne. Andy Clark cites the hammer, in terms of scaffolding:
‘Heidegger stressed that in Dasein we are active in the world, our practical dealing
with the world do not involve detached representations of nails and hammer but
functional couplings. He has idea of equipment the stuff that surrounds us in all the
skilled activities underlying everyday abilities to cope - his work ‘echoes our emphasis
on tool use and on action-oriented coupling between organism and the world.’
Andy Clark 72

Socrates repeatedly asks, ’What is the way we ought to live?’73
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‘I went to the woods because I wished to live deliberately, to front only the essential
facts of life, and see if I could not learn what it had to teach, and not, when I came to
die, discover that I had not lived.’
Thoreau, ‘Conclusion’, Walden

Thoreau provides a much more satisfying account of dwelling than Heidegger, in Walden.

Appendix 21

The Ecocritical importance of Walden

As Arnold Berleant suggests, ‘Perceiving environment from within, as it were, looking not at it,
but in it, nature becomes something quite different; it is transformed into a realm in which we
live as participants not observers.’74 Influenced by Walden, Aldo Leopold introduced the
concept of the ‘land ethic’. In his most explicit statement, he wrote, ‘In short, a land ethic
changes the role of Homo sapiens from conqueror of the land-community to plain member and
citizen of it. It implies respect for his fellow-members, and also respect for the community as
such.’75
Thoreau’s essay ‘Walking’ is one of three widely recognised seminal works of the North
American environmental movement. Another is Emerson's self-published pamphlet, ‘Nature’76
(1836), and George Perkins Marsh's, Man and nature; or, Physical geography as modified by
human action77 (1864). Why is the most influential nature writing in prose not poetry? Eric
Rolls admits that his feelings for poetry have been most fulfilled by his prose works, such as A
Million Wild Acres.78 There are approximately twenty poems in Walden, four of them by
Thoreau; some are rhyming jingles - all are forgettable.79 As Robert Bly notes, ‘Some of his
[Thoreau’s] greatest poetry lies secretly glowing in his prose, as Thoreau himself implied when
he remarked that he had two notebooks, one for facts and one for poetry and he often had
difficulty in deciding where a certain passage belonged.’80 Thoreau’s concept of poetry
converged on his concept of prose, to describe nature as encountered through lived practice.
There are parallels between Walden and Coleridge’s Biographia Litereria, in use of innovative
prose and insights into broad conceptions of poetry. Thoreau was never explicit about his failure
as a poet, though his notion of poetry is allied to truth. Coleridge wrote, ‘poetry of the highest
kind may exist without metre’ and he cites Plato and Isiah as exemplars of ‘poetic prose’. He
also avowed that not even a legitimate poem ‘can be, or ought to be, all poetry’.81
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Appendix 22

The flâneurs

‘The “georgic” activity of walking.’
Deborah Laycock82

An ecopoetry requires involvement in the world - walking involves one in the world, and insists
on the phenomenological. A walk belongs to, what Michel Tournier calls, the journey of
initiation, compared with the journey of tourism where you make a tour and come back intact
and unchanged.83 He revisits Thoreau, ‘Half the walk is but retracing our steps’.84 Thoreau took
both thinking and walking seriously: ‘But it sometimes happens that I cannot easily shake off
the village. The thought of some work will run in my head and I am not where my body is - I
am out of my senses. In my walks I would fain return to my senses. What business have I in the
woods, if I am thinking of something out of the woods?’85
A green flâneur is aware of the old Sierra Club saying, ‘leave nothing but footprints’, but urban
flâneurs are rarely interested in the extent of their bloated ecological footprint.86
Appendix 23

An Ozzie Bushwalk - Nature Flâneur 87

For Wendell Berry, ‘The real work of planet-saving will be small, humble, and humbling, and
(insofar as it involves love) pleasing and rewarding. Its jobs will be too many to count, too
many to report, too many to be publicly noticed or rewarded, too small to make anyone rich or
famous.’88 The real work involves politics at some level, and may involve killing (feral
animals), and may involve writing. Lawrence Buell argues, ‘the potency of the environmental
text consisted not just in the reader’s transaction with it but also in reanimating and redirecting
the reader’s transactions with nature.’89 This is the prescriptive and catalyst for action, even if
that is only getting out into the bush, going for a bush walk, watching some birds.
There are many ways of being in the bush:
Poem. ‘The circumstance of trees’
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Chapter 14

Ecopoetry - Which poetic forms?

14.1

The Informational Didactic

14.2

Information in Nature Poetry

14.3

My Characterisation of Ecological poetry

Linked Appendices
Appendix 24 Leonard Scigaj and Scott Slovic –
Two theorists of ecopoetry

An informational poetic, informed by the georgic, could in turn inform ecopoetry. However,
ecopoetry requires more, including a processural outlook; ecopoetry is a revolution from nature
or landscape poetry, not just a sophisticated development.

14.1

The Informational Didactic
‘Didactic: in the larger, neutral sense of ‘having the giving of instruction as its aim or object’
(OED)

‘Several years ago I offered a course in Didactic Poetry and Method in our English
Department. No one showed up for the first class. No one ever showed up.’
Martin Krieger1

The farms Hesiod and Virgil wrote about were, ‘small, varied and largely, but not completely,
self-sufficient... a basic element of human life and a microcosm of the place of man in the
world. This is probably the kind of farm Hesiod worked, and Virgil knew as a boy in Mantua.
By Virgil’s time, contemporary farming consisted of: ‘huge, slave-run, monoculture farms.’2 In
northern Europe, mixed arable and livestock farming, using crop rotation, was successful for
many centuries, but is now economically inefficient. Despite our understanding of pastoral and
georgic modes, and awareness of environmental catastrophe, there is little interest in the rise of
industrial agriculture, yet farming is necessary to feed us, and was a precondition for literate
cultures to develop.3 Wendell Berry’s passionate call for subsistence farming as a way of life
cannot suffice,4 but farming must become sustainable.5 The georgic cannot suffice, being unable
to locate farming within sustainable limits, which requires ecological understanding, and a
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revolution, in terms of economic, technological, ethical and aesthetic approaches to dwelling on
the land.
‘No pastoral poet ever gets nostalgic thinking about Paleolithic hunters.’
Joseph Meeker6

Lucretius’ poetry is much more than ornamentation: ‘It is my great purpose to free men's minds
from superstition and [to accomplish this] I am adorning obscure thoughts with the beauty of
poetry.’7 The renaissance poet Girolano Fracastoro asked, ‘Do you not see that just as perfection
and ornament are a real part of the things which nature produces, so they are of the things which
art produces?’8 Ancient critics did not separate the didactic from poetry, despite Aristotle
denying Empedocles, who wrote of physics, the status of poet. 9 Sidney maintained that poetry
is pedagogical by teaching virtue, and to be effective uses pleasure (reiterating Horace and
Lucretius). Mary Ellen Lamb argues that Sidney thought didactic elements necessary; pleasure
alone being insufficient.10
Joseph Warton's Essay on the Genius and Writings of Pope (1756) instigated one important
strand of Romantic sensibility – an antipathy to didactic poetry.11 David Duff cites the
Romantics as severe opponents: ‘who favoured genres - especially lyric forms... and who
developed a poetics based on expressly antididactic premises.’12 Yet (to name a few), Keats
complained of Shelley's didacticism, and Shelley and Charles Lamb of Wordsworth’s.13
Didacticism is present in Wordsworth, particularly from The Excursion (1814) on, yet even the
1800 Preface to Lyrical Ballads claims every poem in the collection, ‘has a worthy purpose.’14
Duff points out that, ‘The famous statement that ends Shelley's Defence of Poetry (1821), ‘Poets
are the unacknowledged legislators of the World’, is not the credo of a writer who has
renounced all didactic pretensions, if we use ‘didactic’ in the larger, neutral sense of ‘having the
giving of instruction as its aim or object’ (OED).’15 Duff notes, ‘Even new and, to our eyes,
quintessentially Romantic genres such as the Coleridgean "conversation poem," despite its
intimate register and seemingly spontaneous manner, harbored didactic intent both moral and
political, as recent critics have emphasized.’ – And, ‘most modern interpretations of
Romanticism regard as its central aesthetic principle the notion that art is fundamentally antididactic.’16
However, there are different forms of didactism. The Romantics objected primarily to moral and
sentimental preaching, as can be seen from De Quincey first attack on didacticism, blaming
Horace’s dictum that poets must instruct or amuse.17 They certainly wrote politically didactic
poems, but their primary concern was to elevate poetry above common language, i.e. to think
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through the poem, as WC Williams would later say. Didactic poems can be grouped into those
offering information (‘informational’), and those that don’t. The latter are comprised mainly of
morally didactic poems, some of which, like Cowper’s four anti-slavery poems of 1788, were
used by abolitionists successfully as propaganda, but the poetry suffers:
‘I own I am shock’d at the purchase of slaves,
And fear those who but them and sell them are knaves
What I hear of their hardships, their tortures and groans
Is almost enough to draw pity from stones.’
‘Pity for Poor Africans’, William Cowper18
Reasons for the Romantic’s hostility to the didactic derive from Warton’s notion of ‘pure
poetry’, defined as the product of, ‘a creative and glowing imagination’.19 Such poetry has the
following characteristics:
1. Use of poetry for an instrumental reason is false. In Chapter One of Biographia
Literaria, Coleridge distinguishes ‘poetic thoughts’ from ‘thoughts translated into the
language of poetry’. Duff notes that, ‘By definition didactic poetry was guilty of this.’20
2. Emotional intensity as evidence;21
3. Immediate pleasure;22
4. Inspiration (William Blake wanted to, ‘cast aside from Poetry all that is not
Inspiration.’);23
5. Metaphoric inventiveness;(Shelley §2224) and
6. A hierarchy of poetic genres and forms (Warton, and Leigh Hunt's ‘What is Poetry’25).
Poets objected to poetry as prose (mutton dressed as sheep); many objected to Wordsworth’s
stance on ordinary language, and objected to everyday subjects such as farming (Wordsworth
never wrote a georgic). Romanticism attempted to elevate poetry to a higher plane. Information
is not traditionally thought of as central to poetry, or as Keats suggested, new information.26
However, the didactic poem was revived and transformed by lesser-known Romantics, not for
neo-classical and moralistic reasons, but scientific ones. Erasmus Darwin is the central figure,
beginning with The Loves of the Plants, published in the same year as Lyrical Ballads (and
much more popular, despite the new popularity of the lyric form). Darwin used the didactic
poem as an informational poetic providing scientific information. His long didactic poems
(culminating with The Temple of Nature, 1803) are in traditional forms, and his prefatory
description is opposed to Thomas Sprat’s project. Darwin hoped, ‘to inlist Imagination under
the banner of Science, and to lead her votaries from the looser analogies, which dress our the
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imagery of poetry, to the stricter ones, which form the ratiocination of philosophy.’27 Numerous
didactic poems followed on all manner of subjects.28 Providing information in a poem is a
challenge and Eric Havelock offers a useful warning: ‘Poetry treated as a repository of
information often suffers degradation compared to its status as a source of inspiration,
imagination and insight.'29 Martin Krieger views, ‘didactic literature as that literature which
forces the audience to think in unfamiliar ways and makes them willing to be speculative.’ He
cites William Gass, Cavell, Derrida, Saul Bellow and - ‘Wallace Stevens or Kenneth Koch
supplying us with a poetics in poetry; A.R. Ammons giving a complete cosmology and natural
history.’30 Kenneth Burke viewed rhetoric as even more fundamental.31 Joseph Conte makes a
distinction in the informational didactic: A literary model is pre-eminently a space in which a
mixture of the smooth and striated will be present, pedagogy (instruction of the sort we find in
Pound, meant to draw the reader into the cultural values of the tribe) and polymathism
(education in multiple subjects, not always correlated; also found in The Cantos).32
This thesis argues that ecopoetry is didactic and both pedagogical and polymathist. Wendell
Berry is explicit that the rhetorical purpose of ecopoetry is social action: 'Moral value, as should
be obvious, is not separate from other values. An adequate morality would be ecologically
sound; it would be esthetically pleasing. But the point I want to stress here is that it would be
practical. Morality is long-term practicality.’33 This position requires poetry to be rhetorical, not
a Romantic position.34 Roger Thompson notes that, while for Emerson, 'The power of the poet
and the power of the orator are at root the same', Transcendentalist nature poetry prioritised
nature, as an 'exclusively divine metaphor divine', over any rhetorical function.35
’Eco-poets . . [have] a conception of nature as potential action, possible location of
human reform. While the nineteenth-century nature poet might self-consciously
attempt to make the divine real through natural metaphors, and in so doing attempt to
obscure the rhetorical act by calling it poetical, the twentieth century eco-poet
increasingly writes overtly rhetorical poems. The poem becomes increasingly the
location of argument for social change and environmental awareness—not an
argument embedded in conceptions of divine poetics and eloquence, but an argument
self-consciously rhetorical and overtly persuasive.'
Roger Thompson 36

14.2

Information in nature poetry

European imagination in this new land varied from pastoral, to georgic, to hellish. Brian Elliott
argues that Australian Colonial poetry was obsessed with landscape: ‘At first the urge is merely
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topographical, to answer the question what does the place look like? The next is detailed and
ecological: how does life arrange itself there?’37 This supposed transition is hardly
straightforward and rarely apparent. David Malouf quotes Judith Wright, ‘She points out that,
except for the wattle... there is very little mention of trees, flowers and birds by name or by
recognisable description in Australian verse during the nineteenth and early twentieth
century.’38 This is not because they were not there in the landscape, to be seen and appreciated,
but because there was as yet no place for them in the world of verse. The associations had not
yet been found that would allow them entry there. Currawong and Banksia carried no charge of
emotion like 'nightingale' or 'rose'.’39 An ecological poetry works the particular environment of
the particular poem, and needs only locally rooted associations, if any.
Naming is vital to indigenous mytho-topographical poets,40 but is also in the English tradition
(summed up by Edward Thomas’ poem ‘Adelstrop’). Interest in the particular and the local
began in England in the mid-seventeenth century with the rise of natural science and natural
theology. Paul Carter quotes a colonial source on indigenous naming, ‘For each variety of gumtree and wattle tree, etc., they had a name, but they had no equivalent for the expression “a
tree”.’41 Landscape also needs naming, as Judith Wright notes in ‘Rockface’: ‘In the days of the
hunters with spears, this rock had a name.’42 Coleridge knew this: ‘In the north, every Brook,
every Crag, almost every Field has a name’,43 and Wordsworth wrote, ‘Poems on the naming of
Places’ with a portentous tone, smacking of ownership, at the time he wrote his idyllic pastoral,
‘Home at Grasmere’. Wright warns that naming can control and label, ‘Flakes that drop at the
flight of a bird / and have no name, / I’ll set a word upon a word / to be your home.’44 Detailed
naming requires identification, which suggests knowledge, experience and awareness of the
environment.
Poetry cannot follow a scientific methodology, or stick to facts and measurements, but it can
make use of them, and ecology requires precise nomenclature, identification, and classification.
Ted Hughes, echoed MacDiarmid, wanting poetry where, ‘The descriptions will be detailed,
scientific in their objectivity and microscopic attentiveness.’45 Similarly, Mark O’Connor argues
that now more is known of the details of ecological processes, the poet must write the details.46
This does not require Allen Carlson’s ‘cognitive naturalism’, the notion that the natural sciences
reveal properties of natural objects necessary for appropriate aesthetic appreciation of natural
environments.47 (Appendix 19) Certainly some knowledge is necessary for an expanded ethical
stance, including indigenous perspectives that ecopoetry can support.48 Levi Strauss quotes the
anthropological observations of the Tewa Indians of New Mexico: ‘Small difference are noted...
they have a name for every one of the coniferous trees of the region; in these cases differences
are not conspicuous.’49 It is time that didacticism in poetry was re-evaluated.
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Poem. ‘The Grand Canyon’
It is a matter of balance, having the knowledge for appreciation (without being an expert), and
seeing through a child’s eyes (Coleridge characterised genius as the ability ‘to combine the
child's sense of wonder and novelty with the appearances, which every day for perhaps forty
years had rendered familiar.’50 The latter links in with Shelley’s DoP, and the Formalist’s
ostranenie. Gary Snyder takes up ‘cognitive naturalism’ in ‘What You Should Know to be a
Poet’. The poem begins, ‘all you can about animals as persons / the names of trees and flowers
and weeds / names of stars, and the movements of the planets / and the moon . . .’51 (If only Ion
had talked to Snyder before being interrogated by Socrates.) Snyder’s list is typical of the
Bioregionalist movement (which would add community/political dimensions to such ecological
awareness).52
Then there is MacKenzie Wark’s argument that computers have become crucial tools for
understanding complex natural processes. He cites the software ‘SimEarth’, which simulates
long-term human impacts on the global biosphere as helping his own understanding of largescale ecological processes. Chaos theory, complexity and, non-linear dynamics cannot be
analysed without computer technology, and change how we perceive ecological processes.53
Poem. ‘A pen for a brush’
What kind of information can a poem provide? Scott Slovic has recently interviewed nature
writers, in the course of developing a thesis that careful use of language can give texts the
ability to enable readers to ‘sensorily learn’ about nature.54 Abram claims this occurred in the
early days of writing, and Slovic talks of telling stories rather than poems, but after all,
Longinus wrote of Sappho’s poetry, ‘Is it not wonderful? Are you not amazed how she
summons, at the same time, soul body hearing tongue sight colour, all as though they had
wandered off apart from herself.’55
Helen Macdonald is a specialist in birds of prey, and avian conservation and now trains falcons
in the USA, but her poetry is not ‘nature poetry’. She was at Cambridge and been influenced by
Prynne’s poetics i.e. a technical lexicon, wide range of reference, elliptical and difficult.56
‘To state the discovery of a country
& be in a time without rage, keeping wings
near yourself, as barred as buried in the day, crossly.
Some present results; a tree, a quail, a rock, a hawk
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rousing one's mind from safety and tameable illness
to beautiful comprehension in the form of a hunch
as patience directs’57

Andrew Duncan comments, ’I am quite unable to describe these poems . . . Experience is
multiplanar; the shifting between quite different planes of experience may be essential to the
design of the poems. Perhaps the simultaneity of thoughts about bird anatomy, of the sensation
of being in a boat on a lake, and thoughts about another person, is probative of experience
which is real and satisfying... The incommensurability of the separate parts of experience may
be the heart of the matter.’58 Ecopoetry attempts to make connections between experiences and
events and processes in the world, not separate them.
The term 'nature poet' is too broad and coagulated with past discourses. Material nature is
suffused with metaphysical nature, so there is a temptation to talk of natural environments,
which consist of ecological processes, fauna, flora and habitat, of which built environments are
a subset.59 Terry Gifford prefers the term 'green poetry’ to ecopoetry, but this term has overt
political (and party political) overtones. Leonard Scigaj defines ecopoetry narrowly, as, ‘poetry
that persistently stresses human cooperation with nature conceived as a dynamic, interrelated
series of cyclic feedback systems.’60 It is no surprise when Scigaj comments, ‘If environmental
writers constitute a smaller group within the class of nature writers, ecopoets comprise an even
smaller subgroup... Ecopoets present nature in their poems as a separate and equal other in
dialogues meant to include the referential world and offer exemplary models of biocentric
perception and behaviour.’61
A processural view involves a fundamental shift in our understanding of the word nature, and is
expressed as 'flux of nature', rather than 'balance of nature' metaphor.62 And, as Finch and Elder
suggest, the purpose of nature writing is to connect humans to planetary biological processes.63
Indigenous languages rarely have a word for 'nature' or 'natural environment', because the terms
presume opposition between ‘nature’ and culture and society. In traditional cultures, a
continuum exists between humans, plants, animals, ancestors, spirits and substances such as
rocks, all of which may be endowed with consciousness and a soul. The ethnographic record
thus resists the imposition of a nature/culture dualism.64 Ecocritics acknowledge this indigenous
monism.65 Ingold, as noted earlier, rejects any hint of Cartesian duality and disembodied
knowledge; 66 he writes, ‘Knowing, then, does not lie in the relations between structures in the
world and structures in the mind, mediated by the person of the knower, but is immanent in the
life and consciousness of the knower as it unfolds in the field of practice – the taskscape – set up
though his or her presence as a being-in-the-world.’67 This is the task of the ecopoet.
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14.3

My Characterisation of Ecological poetry
‘My life has been the poem I would have writ,
But I could not both live and utter it.’
A Week on the Concord and Merrimac Rivers, Thoreau68

Leonard Scigaj does not include landscape, nature, or even environmental poetry as ecopoetic:
‘Environmental poetry reveres nature and often focuses on particular environmental issues, but
without the ecopoet's particular concentration on nature as an interrelated series of cyclic
feedback loops . . .’69 My emphasis is on the emergent, processural and dialectical - a wider
perspective than ‘feedback loops', which have to be carefully articulated, as there are many
ontological levels, and epistemic approaches. A poem, formed of speech acts and iconic
language, is performative, is sound, and, as Scigaj himself noted, processural and interrelated.
Appendix 24

Leonard Scigaj and Scott Slovic – two theorists of ecopoetry

Ecopoetry is not a small subset of nature poetry (contra Scigaj), with its implication that the
progression from landscape and nature poetry to ecopoetry is inevitable, merely a poetics
developing from a more developed situation. Ecopoetry requires a revolution much more radical
than developments in existing genres. Ecological thinking is opposed to traditional Cartesian
and Judeo-Christian thinking and requires sophisticated understanding: for example, an
appropriately processural approach requires more than new forms. Kroeber claims that for
Wordsworth: ‘The “opening” of form helped him to dissolve the boundary between poet and
natural world that had been emphasised by elaborate artifices in epigrammatic and epitaphic
verse. Wordsworth and landscape, instead, speak in dialogue ‘more naturally’.’70 Form has
opened up further since. Cary Wolfe claims that Ammons has developed a new organic form,
which ‘opens outward, is centrifugal rather than the centripetal 'innate' form of Coleridge.’71
Terry Gifford has a very different notion of ecological form.72 Certainly, an open form appears
more sympathetic to ecological concerns. (I have previously argued that lyric poetry is unable to
bear the complexities of ecological texts.73)
I suggest that ecopoetry has the following characteristics (all necessary to some degree, none
sufficient):
a.

Bio / Eco-centric
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‘The opposition between ‘ecocentric’ and ‘anthropocentric’ forms of consciousness
lies at the heart of ecocriticism. These terms are applied as part of an idealist
historiographical theory about how a human-nature dualism rooted in JudeoChristianity, or Renaissance Humanism, or Enlightenment Rationalism has led to an
anthropocentric and, therefore, ecocidal modernity.’
Lance Newman74

The tradition of nature poetry rarely convincingly treats other life forms on their own terms.
‘Passion or conquest, wander where they will
Attend upon them still.
But now they drift on the still water.
Mysterious, beautiful.’
‘Wild Swans at Coole’, W.B. Yeats75

Marjorie Perloff quotes Yeats (above), claiming, ‘The speaker feels for the natural life of
swans.’76 This is false, even if he avoids the pathetic fallacy (Ruskin was conscious of
anthropocentrism, hence his coining of the ‘pathetic fallacy’).77 Poems are complex things, and
so are poets. No poet is ‘just a nature poet’. Richard Mabey, one of the most interesting (prose)
nature writers, states that the history of nature writing is, ‘a history of our views about ourselves
as a species, part of the quest for the essential characteristics and boundaries of being human.’78
Les Murray remarks, in a review of Eric Rolls, that he ‘treats his human and non-human agents
pretty much on a par.'79 This denial of the tradition of anthropocentrism (pervasive since the
diminishment of hunter/gatherer relationships to land) is key to an ecological poetry. Scigaj
expands on Murray's notion of species equality (using Merleau-Ponty80), writing, 'Ecopoets
present nature in their poems as a separate and equal other in dialogues meant to include the
referential world and offer exemplary models of biocentric perception and behaviour.'81 This
aspect is the closest the Romantic quest (generally, Romanticism was anthropocentric) for unity
and reconciliation of opposites, culture/nature, subject/object, soul (inner) and body (outer),
comes to ecological thinking.82 Buell cites Blake’s poem ‘The Fly’: ‘Blake goes so far as to
imagine a complete interchangeability between animal and human’83

‘These unwanted lovers, flying lice - bushflies.
Public as dogs, they steal unwanted kisses
from armpit or lips or turds or the duct of an eye,
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desperate for salty water.
Too stupid to learn...
And the great March flies that drone proudly past
and fall silent - search and you find them
sinking their mouth-pipes into your ankle:
"Just a meal of your blood - to help with my eggs.
You wouldn't object?"’
Mark O'Connor, ‘Butchers’ Budgies’84

John Elder believes contemporary nature poetry shows, ‘a recognition of natural reality as
meaningful beyond specifically human experience, yet ultimately fulfilling and including such
apprehension.’85
b.

Self-aware not self-obsessed

Neil Evernden has warned against reductive methodology, and asserted: ‘Environmentalism
without aesthetics is merely regional planning.’86 Since then, he has proposed that our thinking
falls into two ‘rival Natures’: ‘nature-as-object’ and ‘nature-as-self’. He argues that both rely on
a dualism in which, ‘the centrality of the perceiving human subject is apparent.’ He
recommends Merleau-Ponty's slogan, 'To return to things themselves is to return to that world
which precedes knowledge.’87
Robert Hass, like Judith Wright, has worked for environment justice, outside of his poetry. In
‘Spring Rain’ he writes:
‘Now the rain is falling, freshly, in the intervals between sunlight
a Pacific squall started no one knows where, drawn east as
the drifts of warm air make a channel;
it moves its own way, like water or the mind.
and spills this rain passing over.’
Robert Hass 88

As in Judith Wright’s ‘Eroded Hills’, the poem is not content to leave the mind alone, and deals
with the local - mentioning visiting a friend, Lisa, having coffee - and from the local reaches the
ecological – seeds he has collected need coffee grounds to encourage germination. Hass is
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proposing a mimesis of natural processes, from the poem to his life; the poem is as natural as
the flowing water:
‘casual and intense,
lasting as long as the poppies last.’

Ecopoetry should be looking outward, beyond the person; aware of one’s own acts within the
environment in relation to others and the biota, and acknowledging that one’s voice is multi
faceted. (Peter Fritzell lists some permutations).89 Terry Gifford warns that, ‘a green poetry that
does not deal with both [ecology & economics, nature & humans] is in danger of returning to
the pastoral.’90 Ecological dwelling countenances multiple experiential and cognitive modes: for
example, mixing the inattentive - doing things naturally, with being attentive - attentive for both
aesthetic reasons (attention is at the heart of aesthetics), and for ‘green’ reasons. Everybody
should be aware of local environmental problems experientially, as well as, global problems
(learned of through reports, scientific papers and the news).91
A sense of place is not enough, though it is impossible to consider environmental issues without
considering place. Selbourne and Walden both yield deep local knowledge, but not an
understanding of broader socio-ecological processes operating at scales that cannot be directly
experienced. Place offers experiential interaction with the environment.92
Walden is a wonderful text, not because of its theme of elenchus, descriptions of nature, or
ecological understanding, but something much stranger. Stanley Cavell almost puts his finger
on it: ‘The book’s [Walden’s] power of dialectic, of self comment and self-placement, in the
portion and in the whole of it, is as instilled as in Marx or Kierkegaard or Nietzche, with an
equally vertiginous spiralling of idea, irony, wrath and revulsion. Once in it there seems no end;
as soon as you have one word to cling to, it fractions or expands into others.’93
Poem. ‘Maitland Bay’
c.

Interrelatedness
‘ecology is my word: tag
me with that: come
in there:
you will find yourself
in a firmless country:
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centres & peripheries
in motion,
organic
interrelations!’
‘Dec 27th‘, Tape for the Turn of the Year, A.R. Ammons94

‘Everything is connected to everything else.’
Barry Commoner’s first law of ecology95

Les Murray suggests, '[E]cological consciousness ... is a new form of a very ancient sense of the
interrelatedness of all things.’96 It is an indigenous epistemology; Abram, discussing traditional
cultures in the Amazon, notes, ‘human and non-human life-worlds interpenetrate and inform
one another.’97 Gary Snyder expands on this observation, relating ecological interrelatedness
with Buddhist teaching, particularly Indra’s Net in Avatamsaka Sutra.98 (Murray has said, ‘I
think I was probably one of the first Australians to read Gary Snyder.'99)
‘I pledge allegiance to the soil
of Turtle Island
and to the beings who thereon dwell
one ecosystem
in diversity
under the sun
With joyful interpenetration for all.’
‘For All’, Gary Snyder100

His later writings are concerned explicitly with the ecological: 'Consciousness, mind,
imagination and language are fundamentally wild. “Wild” as in wild ecosystems - richly
interconnected, independent, and incredibly complex. Diverse, ancient and full of
information.’101 Michael Branch supposes the basic premise of ‘ecosophy’ (a neologism,
contracting 'ecophilosophy' etymologically emphasising Sophia rather than the 'science' of
nature) is interconnection.102 He suggests that ecosophy has a 'basic premise of interconnection’,
which poststructuralist theory often conceives of as 'intertextuality’ which subverts
anthropocentrism.103 This point is misleading; the term was coined by Julia Kristeva (1966) to
bolster structuralist thought and subvert notions of subjectivity. Intertextuality refers to a text
being, 'constructed from a mosaic of quotations, any text is the absorption and transformation of
another.' Most green theorists are actively hostile to postmodern theory, particularly the ‘death
of the author’, and the deferring of meaning. I would suggest that intertextuality should be
viewed in the broader sense of distributed cognition and scaffolding.
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Emerson views the universe as ‘the externalisation of the soul’ – nature exists primarily to
provide an opportunity for self knowledge through creative world building: ‘Every spirit builds
itself a house; and beyond its house a world.’ This view melds with the ecological creative
external reach of nature, and of persons (extelligence, scaffolding, techne). However, Emerson
is not consistent; also defining nature as, ’all that is separate from us, all which Philosophy
distinguishes as the NOT ME.’104 An ecological approach is skeptical that anything is not-me,
which approached Andy Clark’s metaphor of humans as cyborgs (accepting techne as natural,
and us as immersed in technology, but not from a Cartesian stance).
Interrelatedness is dynamic and orientates to processural thinking, and interest in
underlying causations, interactions and processes, sympathetic for both scientific and
alternative (eg. indigenous) understandings of nature. This relates to Scigaj’s emphasis on
feedback loops (discussed above).
‘Rather than speaking of ideas, concepts, categories and links, we should think of flows,
contours, intensities and resonances.’
J.B. Gatewood105

Process oriented poetic techniques are associated with the avant-garde. Concrete poetry can be
viewed as essentially a ‘literary rupture against discursive poetry’; and in Brazil (1949), Ponte
introduced process poetry, and at the same time, Rua Almirante attacked ‘discursive poetry’ and
earlier concrete poetry that uses words.106 (Chap 16.2) I am discussing process in terms of
patterns of thinking, reading and explanation; as Heraclitus, Epicurus saw it, and bearing in
mind the importance non-Western cultures give to process over outcome, as in the Tao and
Buddhishm (what Basho called fueki-ryuko - permanence and change).107
d.

Celebration of the Ordinary not Sublime, of the Local, rarely Global
‘The aspects of things that are most important for us are hidden because of their
simplicity and familiarity. (One is unable to notice something - because it is always
before one's eyes).’
Ludwig Wittgenstein108
‘A genuinely ecological approach does not work to attain a mentally envisioned future,
but strives to enter, ever more deeply, into the sensorial present.’
David Abram109
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‘The less poetry is concerned with the everyday existence and the rhythmic talents of a
people, the less readable that poetry is likely to be.’
Louis Zukofsky110

Henri Lefebvre criticises Surrealism’s effort to escape from the everyday, and looks to
understand humans in society through not a Marxian analysis of labour but through the
creativity of poesis. He celebrates pre-capitalist, pre-industrialisation, pre-division-of-labour
societies for not distinguishing work and leisure, for the everyday being vital: ‘The most
extraordinary things are also the most everyday; the strangest things are often the most trivial . .
Once separated from its context . . .’111
Ecological poetry should, I suggest, write with nature through nature - for its own sake - not as
an emblem, or symbol pointing to some philosophical or abstract notion, or ‘metaphorical site’
(Kevin McGuirk112) thus avoiding idealisation. David Abram cites Merleau-Ponty as central to
an ecology that denies any self-subsistent disembodied transcendental ego - my body is my
presence in the world. We think of ourselves as incorporeal yet through the body we contact
others, ourselves, and interact with the external world.113 Our environmental crisis is partly
linked to the impoverished notion of a natural aesthetics.114 Lord Byron wrote, ‘There is a
Pleasure in the pathless woods... I love not Man the less, but Nature more’; but there is no
evidence in these lines.115 Ecopoetry is generally grounded in 'local knowledge' - experiential,
intimate, first-hand yet with a wide reach. The scale of poetry is vast in its acrobatic ability to
move from the stars to a quark, via a biological cell in one line.
‘The language of everyday speech collides with or expels the exalted language of an older
poetry - like the art that seeks to break the boundaries between itself & everyday life, to
re-enter the mundane world or to elevate the mundane into art. At the same time that some
poets reclaim prophetic & visionary functions (the most expansive claim of all), they or
their contemporaries are altering the physical nature & location of the poem.’
Rothenberg and Joris116

Alfred Schultz pointed out the remarkable nature of everyday life - our stock of knowledge in
hand, our successful negotiations with others, without effort – Rita Felski believes we are
losing, ‘the casual inattentiveness marking the everyday experience of everyday life.’117
Romanticism disdained the everyday, seduced by the promise of the Sublime. Felski believes
Modernism ignored the everyday, in an attempt to transcend, ‘the very dailiness it seeks to
depict.’118 Modernism rejected Symbolist attitudes and embraced the ordinary, but then found
that it was not enough, and concentrated on formal and material exploration. A simpler sense of
value of ordinary things is found in a range of poets, from the religious Thomas Traherne,119 to
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WC Williams, Pablo Neruda,120 Francis Ponge,121 and Les Murray. Natural everyday events are
of interest, both phenomenologically as authentic experience, and as part of ongoing processes.
The ordinary, unlike the sublime is a communal, not solitary experience, whereas Romantic
nature poetry focussed on the solitary poet communing with nature.122 The solitary is not
intimate. Thoreau first elaborated a search for the intimate in the ‘Solitude’ chapter from
Walden (1854).123 The ordinary makes use of the multisensory, and is part of intimacy. An
earlier poet-naturalist and journalist, Richard Jefferies (1848-1887) used all five senses, and
demonstrated the value of close observation.124 Gary Snyder gets down on all fours, sniffing leaf
litter and mushrooms. (Appendix 23) There is still a place for authenticity of attention and
wonder, and asking nothing in return.
Poem. ‘Lunes’
Getting out into natural environments derives from Gilpin's and Wordsworth's revolution
(following Claude) of working directly in contact with the subject, experience, writing, or
drawing directly (John Ruskin).125 Close observation of the natural world is not sufficient, as
John Ruskin’s work demonstrates. Kathryn Hughes notes of the pre-Raphaelites that, ‘Early on,
it became apparent that the urge to spend your days doing minute studies from observation
made you seem indistinguishable from the obsessively literal naturalist.’126 It helps to have,
what Barry Lopez calls, an ‘authentic story’, with ‘the power to reorder a state of psychological
confusion through contact with the pervasive truth of those relationships we call ‘the land’.’127 It
also helps to put books aside some of the time.128 Gary Snyder writes from a similar position,
but adds the political dimension: ‘[A] culture that alienates itself from the very ground of its
own being from the wilderness outside (that is to say, wild nature, the wild, self-contained, self
informing ecosystems) and from that other wilderness, the wilderness within – is doomed to a
very destructive behaviour . . .’129 The inscription of culture on nature (as we saw in Theocritus)
is inescapable, but it need not be an obsession, and the middle of an environmental crisis is no
time to indulge in Schiller’s pastoral nostalgia.130
e.

World (and Word) oriented – dual accountability
'What we need is a sustainable poetry, a poetry that does not allow the degradation of
ecosystems through inattention to the referential base of language.’
Leonard Scigaj131
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An ambition for direct perception, experiencing, and reporting derives from the commonplace
book of natural theology, and the impulse towards diaries, letters, and journals. Buell talks of
‘the humble aspiration of environmental mimesis’132 (Chapter 6.1) Walden fails Scigaj’s central
criteria for ecopoetry - Référance (in opposition to Deconstruction’s Différance) having little
interest in the representation of nature ‘for its own sake’ and not being primarily nature
writing.133
‘Yet the wanderer too doesn't bring from mountain to valley
a handful of earth; of for all untellable earth, but only
a word he has won, pure, the yellow and blue
gentian. Are we, perhaps, here just for saying: House,
Bridge, Fountain, Gate, Jug, Fruit tree, Window, possibly: Pillar, Tower?... but for saying, remember,
oh, for such saying as never the things themselves
hoped so intensely to be.’
‘Ninth Duino Elegy’, Rilke134

This is the logos Heidegger excavated after his turn, which Rilke writes of in the sonnets
(written at the same time, February 1922135). Rilke’s poem is a beautiful neo-Platonic, neoKantian lyric, but one mistaken about the nature of language. Words are not pure as Symbolists
hoped. A handful of earth teeming with microbial life with opportunities for seeds to germinate
and plants spring up is more interesting than a symbolic ceremonial sod. Heidegger was
absolutely anthropocentric and hostile to biocentrism (and therefore to eco-philosophy).136 John
Banville quotes these lines of Rilke to support his thesis that science and art are similar, in that
both share origins in quests to reveal the world.137 (Appendix 4, Consilience) John Vernon
points to the dual and reciprocal nature of language - in terms of material embodied negotiation
with others and the world; and notes how material things make themselves available, a
Heideggerian sense of how, ‘things transcend themselves through the agency of our words.’138
Heidegger is reported to have said, ‘If I understand this man correctly [D. T. Suzuki], this is
what I have been trying to say in all my writings.’139 His metaphysics is linked to a negative
theology and a sense of the void as of profound significance.140 There are parallels with
postmodern anxieties of representation. As John Ashbery puts it, ‘I thought that if I could put it
all down that would be one way. And next the thought came to me that to leave all out would be
another, and truer way.’141 Or one could just take off a shoe142 or recite a line from
Wordsworth.143
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Language is both iconic and highly symbolic: the former working with phenomenological
vigour in materially embodied negotiation with the world; and the latter, offering material and
immaterial imaginations, hypotheticals, memories, and models through language games.
Through both ‘things transcend themselves through the agency of our words’, and foreign
concepts, the past, present and future are felt and thought about.144
Scott Slovic has written, ‘So much literary scholarship is unreadable garbage, apparently not
intended for a real audience.’145 An eco-critic is advised to be more open-minded of theory, in
all disciplines, while at the same time remaining wary. Such awareness helps filter naïve claims,
like John Elder’s statement: ‘Poetry becomes a manifestation of landscape and climate, just as
the ecosystem's flora and fauna are.’146 Such approaches indicate the one-dimensional nature of
the pastoral and georgic genres. Nonetheless, an awareness of post-modern concerns regarding
epistemological complexities of human perceptions and understanding of nature is useful.
Dominic Head is a rare critic who suggests that eco-thought can work with postmodern
approaches.147
A.R. Ammons’s ars poetica began - when cut off in his cabin by a snowstorm – he noticed an
elm, which he works on for a third of the poem’s 25 pages. He realises a dual responsibility:
'The perceptive poet writing with language will work on both the world that
reaches beyond any length of poetry and the act of writing itself
Poetry like the tree is good in itself.’ 148

This is poetry meeting philosophy, unlike Wittgenstein who observes: ‘I am sitting with a
philosopher in the garden; he says again and again “I know that’s a tree”, pointing to a tree that
is near us. Someone else arrives and hears this, and I tell them: “This fellow isn’t insane. We are
only doing philosophy”.’149
Ecopoetry is hungry for experiences, both of natural and cultural environments. Rudolf Bahro
asks us to realise that we are connected to trees, but by the same token not to be romantic about
it’; we should face up to our identification with technology, e.g. cars.150 When words are used to
talk about the world, their materiality becomes of interest, (aesthetically at least) through
embodiment – not I would argue, LIP’s preferred medium of the printed page. Gael Turnbull
celebrates the visceral materiality: 'For myself I re-read Bunting's poems for many pleasures,
but chiefly these: the conviction of direct knowledge of physical experience; and an unfailing
devotion to the poem as a construction of words to be both said and heard, and not merely read
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with the eye. Bunting's poems ask us to experience them much as one might any other bodily
sensation. Certainly they ask to be fondled with the tongue, to feel the roughness of the
consonants, taste the flavour of the vowels. There are times when I come close to smelling
them.'151
f.

Discursive
‘[T]he notion that the discursive is fundamentally anti-poetic is a banality discredited
by countless pages of (among others) Horace, Pope, Wordsworth, Whitman and
Kenneth Koch.’
Mark Halliday152

Haiku is a miniature form not limited by its size; a haiku can expand to take in the universe.153
Philippe Jaccottet comments (on a poem by Holderlin): ‘[T]he image reminds me of a haiku:
and I know there are those who will understand when I say that in these few words I find the
infinite openness which gives me life.’154 At the same time, the common stock of knowledge a
traditional haiku poet expects from his/her audience is vast.
Discursive poetry from the 18th C is a neglected model for aspects of ecopoetics (and I argue
next for new hypertext poetries). David Antin views his own work as more radical than the
Language Poets, who he says, ‘generally hold this traditional, non-discursive view of poetry.’155
Formalist approaches derive from various sources including: Platonism, scientism, and the
Modernist, formalist ‘mystique of purity.’ Renato Poggioli noted this longing which, ‘aspires to
abolish the discursive and syntactic element, to liberate art from any connection with
psychological and empirical reality, to reduce every work to the intimate laws of its own
expressive essence or to the given absolutes of its own genre or means.’156 Basil Bunting has
critiqued this position (perhaps attacked is more accurate), complaining, ‘the virtues of the neoPlatonic quasi-religion, were prime virtues also to Yeats, Pound and Eliot. They are not virtues
to me, only expedients that chafe almost as vilely as the crimes they try to restrain.’157 Peter
Makin reveals that Bunting marked his copy of Guide to Kulchur where Pound quotes
Confucius, ‘I have reduced it all to one principle,’ scribbling, ‘A very dangerous and deeply
ignorant thing to do: impoverishing language, establishing as real relations merely linguistic.’158
New discursive forms are required.
Poem. ‘A Platypus Inheritance’

A New Defence of Poetry - and New Possibilities from Hypertext to Ecopoetry

232

g.

Didactic informational

Gary Snyder’s manifesto for a ‘New Nature Poetics’ is an investigative program of getting to
know the biota, and recommends: ‘fear not science. Go beyond nature literacy into the emergent
new territories in science: landscape ecology, conservation biology, charming chaos,
complicated systems theory.’159 Terry Gifford, like Thomashow, takes science into account:
‘Our social construction of nature is a continuing process, informed by both scientists and
poets.’160 I share Gifford's concern for an inclusive and broad approach, which is at odds with
much Deep Ecology. Eco poetry requires a pragmatic epistemology of Phronesis (Appendix
13), which treats the natural environment on its terms, and has a dual focus: being ordinarily
aware of body/subject in its various environments, its actions and interactions, as well as other
knowledges (hunter gatherer (TEK), scientific knowledge, and expert practice and knowledge
both intimate and bureaucratic). Attend to both - yet not be overawed by either. An eco-poem is
centred on natural event or process, and a bio-centric attitude – but this should be augmented by
a self-reflexive awareness of human, and personal, interrelations with the biota.
Scientifically trained ecologists seek systematic explanations; the poet seeks appreciation and
understanding, or ‘lyric revelation’. Bate suggests, ‘Whereas the biologist, the geographer and
the Green activist have narratives of dwelling, a poem may be a revelation of dwelling.’ (I.e.
unconcealment, to use Heidegger’s term).161 They both can learn from each other.
A phenomenological notion of intersubjectivity is key to my understanding of the ecological
and biocentrism. But a diversity of approaches is also important: scientific reports, prose and
poetry concerning nature and the environmental crisis.162
Poem. ‘Each Single Day: Lake St Claire’
On the other hand, there is also an awareness that the goal may be, as Dillard says, to create,
what Thoreau called, a ‘meteorological journal of the mind’ – not just a scientific study,
inclusive of the psychological and social, treated in ecopoetry as part of nature.163

h.

Prescriptive

‘I tend to write poems that I think are necessary. I'd like Australians to see the variety
of the natural world, and not class it all as just bush.’
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Mark O'Connor164
‘For the Greeks of the fifth and fourth centuries BC, there were not two separate sets
of questions in the area of human choice and action, aesthetic questions and moralphilosophical questions to be studied and written about by mutually detached
colleagues in different departments. Instead, dramatic poetry and what we now call
philosophical inquiry in ethics were both typically... seen as ways of pursuing a single
and general question: namely, how human beings should live.’
Martha Nussbaum.165

Trying to work, understand, enjoy, and live sustainably is a social, economic, political, aesthetic
and spiritual task that requires a normative understanding of human relations to their
environment. It is a task and responsibility for ethical/political/social considerations that poets,
as citizens, should accept. Wendell Berry is explicit that the rhetorical purpose of ecopoetry is
social action: 'Moral value, as should be obvious, is not separate from other values. An adequate
morality would be ecologically sound; it would be esthetically pleasing. But the point I want to
stress here is that it would be practical. Morality is long-term practicality.’166
This position requires poetry to be rhetorical, not a Romantic position.167 In 'The Poet', Emerson
had claimed that the orator and 'epic rhapsodist' both express themselves 'symmetrically and
abundantly'.168 Roger Thompson notes that, while for Emerson, 'The power of the poet and the
power of the orator are at root the same', Transcendentalist nature poetry prioritised nature, as
an 'exclusively divine metaphor divine', over any rhetorical function.169
‘Eco-poets . . [have] a conception of nature as potential action, possible location of
human reform. While the nineteenth-century nature poet might self-consciously
attempt to make the divine real through natural metaphors, and in so doing attempt to
obscure the rhetorical act by calling it poetical, the twentieth century eco-poet
increasingly writes overtly rhetorical poems. The poem becomes increasingly the
location of argument for social change and environmental awareness—not an
argument embedded in conceptions of divine poetics and eloquence, but an argument
self-consciously rhetorical and overtly persuasive.’
Roger Thompson 170

Anthony Low notes that Virgil’s template for poetic genre; the pastoral, georgic, and epic were
seen in larger terms, for example, as applicable to the three categories of labour: shepherd,
farmer and soldier. Low remarks, ‘[T]he three kinds of poetry correspond to three basic human
activities, into which almost everything we do in life may be divided: pastoral celebrates play
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and leisure; georgic celebrates work; and epic celebrates fighting.’171 I want to use the didactic
element and work elements of the georgic, together with play, and the sense of wonder, from the
pastoral. The epic dimensions are in our story: 'Such a marvel is this fifteen billion year process;
such infinite numbers of stars in the heavens and living beings on Earth, such limitless variety
of flowering species and forms of animal life, such tropical luxuriance, such magnificent
scenery in the mountains, and such springtime wonders as occur each year. Now we are
experiencing the pathos of witnessing the desecration of this sublimity.’(Thomas Berry).172
Fighting must be used in a democratic sense, but it is an epic battle against the forces of
production and consumption, forces with no sense of the past and none of the future.
‘[T]here may be some views of the world and how one should live in it — views,
especially, that emphasize the world's surprising variety, its complexity and
mysteriousness, its flawed and imperfect beauty — that cannot be fully and adequately
stated in the language of conventional philosophical prose.’
Martha Nussbaum 173

This is correct, and implicit in my quote from O’Connnor, but her key argument is that, ‘the
goal of moral philosophy is to give us understanding of the human good through a scrutiny of
alternative conceptions of the good’174 A value ethics requires not alternative scenarios, but how
one chooses to use a mind/body with skilled practices, performing in the world.
Nussbaum uses novelists like Henry James, not poets to make her point. Richard Posner
indicates a number of problems, which arise from the endeavour of selecting morally exemplary
literary works. For example, as Posner puts it, ‘the classics are full of moral atrocities’, and, ‘the
world of literature is a moral anarchy’.175 Great works of literature do not consistently contain
morally exemplary messages, they are scaffolding on which thought and feelings clamber,
swing, jump from, and stand on, viewing the surroundings.
Poem. ‘Landscape Proof’

To sum up:
Joseph Conte argues that, ‘Poetic form must respond to the conditions of the modern world and
to an understanding of how the world functions.’ He suggests that two forms - serial and
procedural - are authentic responses to our postmodern condition. This ignores the fundamentals
of our condition discussed in Part 1. Certainly the paratactic serial form is now ubiquitous, and
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suitable for discursive (but not narrative) poems.176 Ronald Sukenick’s point is as valid for
poetry: ‘In short, my argument is that fiction is a matter of argument rather than of dramatic
representation. . . For one thing, if fiction is a way of thinking – as reflection, experimental
enactment, rhetoric – its form becomes as potentially various as the forms that thought takes.’177
An open form gives opportunities; a nomadic form may offer more.
‘What is needed now is a nomadic poetics. Its method will be rhizomatic: which is
different from collage, i.e., a rhizomatics is not an aesthetics of the fragment, which has
dominated poetics since the romantics even as transmogrified by modernism, high & low,
& more recently retooled in the neoclassical form of the citation-ironic & or decorativethroughout what is called “postmodernism”.’
Pierre Joris178

My notion of the nomadic runs parallel to Joris’ poetics, and to John Urry’s notion that:
‘Nomadism is associated with the notion that academic and political writing can itself be
conceived of as a journey. In order to theorise one leaves home and travels. There is no ‘home’
or fixed point from which the theorist departs and then returns.’179
‘The nomad has no points, paths or land. If the nomad can be called the Deterritorialized
par excellence, it is precisely because there is no reterritorialization afterwards as with the
migrant.’
Deleuze and Guattari180

What concerns me is deracination, which technology speeds up. For example, du Gay has
investigated the Sony Walkman: ‘It is virtually an extension of the skin. It is fitted, moulded,
like so much else in modern consumer culture, to the body itself … It is designed for movement
- for mobility, for people who are always out and about, for travelling light. It is part of the
required equipment of the modern ‘nomad’ … it is testimony to the high value which the culture
of late-modernity places on mobility.’181
The nomadic signifies more than textual freedom. This thesis looks to a freedom that is
responsive to the environment. I am reminded that Basil Bunting spent the war as Vice-Consul
in Isfahan, Iran. It is a beautiful city (one which as a flaneur I once got lost in for several hours),
but he spent much of his time with nomadic mountain tribes, who taught him how to ride, shoot
mouflon and ibex, and learn about the country.182 Australian poets can learn from indigenous
peoples, as well as Modernism, and take into account Aboriginal accounts of how to dwell in
country.183
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Chapter 14

1

Martin Krieger, ‘Inquiry as Didactic Poetry’, in Richard Kostelanetz, Ed., A Critical (ninth) Assembling,
New York: Assembling Press, 1979, unpaginated.
2
Stephanie Nelson, God and the Land, OUP, 1998, pvii.
3
About 10,000 years ago agriculture began to be practiced, which allowed for sedimentary populations
living next to gardens which allowed much higher population densities, agricultural surpluses, trade,
division of labour, cities leading to what we think of as civilisation. Food surpluses can be used to feed
specialists, such as scribes, priests and soldiers. I want you to imagine a person, and we’ll say it’s a
female because females did this sort of thing, who walked from the cave down a valley and found a very
nice new fruit, and thought, ‘Mm, this is good. I’ll keep the seed.’ So she takes the seed back, she takes
her digging stick, digs the seed into the soil so there might be a shorter walk next year. She cares for the
plant partly by putting the human wastes on the plant, because they know that makes things grow better.
She finds a plant alongside overshadows it, so she breaks something off that. She gives more light. Here
we see the beginnings of plant selection, soil cultivation, plant propagation, land clearing and the using of
manures. All in the cause of greater production by plants in the cause of human convenience. I call this
Natural Gain, and that’s the title of my recently-published book, and I describe this early human
endeavour in the first chapter headed ‘In the Beginning’, and of course we call this agriculture.’ David
Smith with Robyn Williams ‘The World Is One Or None’ ABC Radio National 2.6.2002. David Smith,
Natural Gain, U of New South Wales P, 2002. Farming like civilisation has spread, now 90% of people
speak languages that 10,000 yrs ago were confined to two small areas. Ancient languages may have
spread with the plough: Peter Bellwood from the ANU and Jared Diamond are currently examining the
theory that early farmers helped to distribute language and replace the culture of traditional huntergatherers. Bellwood says ‘Early farmers did spread languages in a very major way perhaps the most
recent one has been that of the spread of English and Spanish.’ ABC News,
http://www.abc.net.au/news/newsitems/s839901.htm, [DL 25.4.2003].
4
He argues that, ‘the ‘drudgery’ of growing one's own food...is not drudgery at all. (If we make the
growing of food a drudgery, which is what `agribusiness' does make of it, then we also make a drudgery
of eating and of living.) It is...a sacrament, as eating is also, by which we enact and under-stand our
oneness with the Creation, the conviviality of one body with all bodies.’ Wendell Berry, The Unsettling of
America: Culture & Agriculture, U of California P, 1996, p138. By realizing this, we can restore "the
connections [that] have been broken by the fragmentation and isolation of work," and recover a ‘good
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which used a vibrator on a modified chisel plough, that reduces friction, saves energy and instead of just
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‘Poetry can extend the document.’
Muriel Rukesyer1

Part 1 argued that big brains alone were not enough for human cognition; extelligence,
scaffolding, techne, and external and internal tools, of which language and writing are the most
important. Digital media and the World Wide Web (WWW) (the Net) increase the power of this
extelligence, and also offer new ways of thinking, writing, accessing information - thus
providing new opportunities for poetry.
Note: I use the term hypertext as short hand for electronic writing, multimedia, new media,
net.art, hypermedia, the World Wide Web, and the Net, in terms of writing functions.

15.1

Poems as Information Systems
‘Poetry represented not something we call by that name, but an indoctrination which
today would be comprised in a shelf of text books and works of reference.’
Eric Havelock 2

The georgic was a didactic genre, which provided information, but the Romantic contribution to
modernity lies, not only in uncovering the creative possibilities of writing through the poem (an
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artefact requiring ‘cognitive fluidity’ and offering ‘cognitive opportunity’), an act of discovery,
but in the use of prose, letters, epistles, essays, diaries, journals, chronicles, autobiography,
biography, history, travel, lectures and philosophy. (Dorothy Wordsworth’s diaries provided
much of the informational content for her brother).
Part 1 showed that extelligence and scaffolding with techne and material techniques are 50,000
years old. They have gained new dimensions and powers with digital technologies due to the
fluid nature of digital information. Bolter writes, ‘It is as if the computer could dissolve Plato’s
distinction between internal and external memory.’3 Nicholas Negroponte adds that, ‘In the
digital world... An expression of an idea or train of thought can include a multidimensional
network of pointers to further elaboration or arguments which can be invoked or ignored. The
structure of the text should be imagined like a complex molecular model.’4 William Paulson has
coined the term ‘cultural ecology’, for discourses that situate knowledge in a complex dialectic
with nature and culture: a ‘recursive and multilayered contextualisation... itself a form of
knowledge, designated in different sites by terms such as ecology, context theory, cybernetic
holism, or complex adaptive systems.’5 Arthur Dahl’s theory of ‘ecos’ similarly applies to
ecosystems, poems (and poems about ecosystems). He relates how cultural information systems
have expanded, and now range from scientific to common knowledge, including skilled
practices and literature.6
'Consciousness, mind, imagination and language are fundamentally wild. “Wild” as in
wild ecosystems - richly interconnected, independent, and incredibly complex. Diverse,
ancient and full of information.’
Gary Snyder7

A poem is a node for making connections, not only for information, but also embodied, musical
and within poetic traditions. A poet’s medium is language AND thinking, and uses the brain,
which entails using the body: rhythm, voice and ear, play, and experimenting with form and
materials. Poets now play with space, type and topography, in addition to traditional concerns.
Hypertext offers a new compositional space, a topographic multi-media landscape. However,
information is important for reading a text. A reader decodes the text by incorporating the
textual information into his or her knowledge base, which is partly dependent on the amount of
background knowledge of the reader. Richer and more comprehensive background knowledge
facilitates comprehension of the text, and for hypertext, background information may be
important, for both navigation and comprehension.8
Appendix 25

Types of Information
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After Alexander Pope’s death in the 1740s, the epic, previously considered poetic gold, became
almost moribund in English.9 The modernist epic tends to the sequence (Rosenthal & Gall10),
which fits Edgar Allan Poe's contention that 'what we term a long poem is, in fact, merely a
succession of brief ones.'11 This opens the door to hypertext treatments. The Nicaraguan poet
Ernesto Cardenal has called for a new ‘exteriorismo’; which Joris and Rothenberg describe as,
‘an objective poetry... made with elements of real life and concrete things, with proper names
and precise details and exact data, statistics, facts and quotations.’12 This informational and
discursive poetry fits well with one aspect of the Objectivist aesthetic, attentiveness to local
detail. We have returned to Empedocles and Lucretius, John Dyer and the didactic georgic, to
Erasmus Darwin and MacDiarmid’s informational poetics - shared by Pound, Williams, Olson,
Dos Passos and Ruykeyser. It appears to be generally a North American trait. Ezra Pound, in
‘The Serious Artist’ (1913) (his DoP) talks of the ‘data of the serious scientist and of the serious
artist’, as opposed to social scientists.13
One interesting Australian example is Laurie Duggan’s The Ash Range (1987), which
incorporates diverse non-lyric written material from newspapers, local histories, journals and
letters to inscribe a geographical and poetic place/space/past in Victoria’s Gippsland. I suspect
Duggan became mesmerised by the historical research and documents, because they dominate
the collagist text. Lyric language is rare, not extruding from the collage of texts; neither does the
poet intrude his associations, connections or emotions. In short, The Ash Range read fitfully as a
poem to most critics (echoing contemporary reaction to the Cantos14), though a poem is what it
is. Philip Mead suggests, ‘the large and various question of how precisely The Ash Range is a
poem remains and would repay a good deal of enquiry.’15 (Chapter 8)
Paul Carter suggests the text is not so much a poem, as, ‘a sustained meditation on local history
as a genre of historical writing.’ He notes that such local histories, ‘mingle uncritically,
biography, anecdote, reportage and photography.’16 The Ash Range includes photographs, a map
and list of sources. This promiscuous reach for diverse sources, genres and materials fits with
my notion of a discursive poetics, resisting the organic compactness of the sonnet, or ubiquitous
short lyric, for the inclusion of material not normally considered suitable for poems. This
discursive poem is a reminder that in the early 17th C, ‘Pamphlets, tracts, broadsheets,
newspapers, periodicals, and short narrative fiction often experimented with generic categories;
many went beyond traditional forms and did not fit easily within older poetic systems.’17 The
poem also resembles a personal web site, though William’s Paterson is the obvious model
(Peter Goldsworthy titled his review ‘No Ideas but in Things’). The poem is a collage, and
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Mead discuses the poem in terms of Sergei Eisenstein and montage, even talking of textual
‘wide pan-shots’ and ‘dolly shots’.
In the short opening section ‘Stars’, the poet is present, writing poetry of topographical
description that elides to Aboriginal narratives:
‘the child was born,
placed
on a possum skin
lined with soft dry grass;
the umbilical cord
cut
and powdered with
dry fungus,
the child
laid on its back
a stick over its chest
for two days
without nourishment.’18

Mostly, the poet is absent, using and shaping material that borders the country of prose.
Lawrence Bourke’s critique of the poem channels through the Jindyworobaks, Rex Ingamells,
and indigenous art and sense of place.19 Mead also invokes place but in terms of topothesia – a
phenomenological siting of the local (topothesia and topographia inevitably embrace). Place is
a dynamic and multi-layered phenomena, which is characteristic of the hypertextual. Mead
invokes W.C. Williams in terms of a decentring, ‘part of the beauty of the book is its
assumption of a non-hierarchical world, where no one place is the centre or the origin.’20 This
trope fits with Robert Coover’s realisation that hypertextual work, ‘can be read by way of its
multiple links, but it can also be read more ‘geographically’ simply by exploring these nested
boxes as though they constituted a kind of topographical map.’21 Mead observes, ‘[T]his book
asks to be thought about in new and different ways.’22 How to approach such a text still
confounds, but hyper-textually is one possibility, another is to view Ash Range as experimental
ethnography, with dead informants.23
Duggan has said, ‘I still identify with the writing scene at Monash University in the late '60s,
early '70s though. I like it that John Scott, Alan Wearne, and myself were so different. Where
we came together was in the desire to push the boundaries and move away from the kinds of
neat poems which used to appear in The Age.’24 John Scott now writes novels, and Alan
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Wearne writes verse-novels. This is one way of opening up the poetic. Perloff detects in Pound,
just prior to WW1, a ‘breaking down of the binary opposition between verse and prose, as those
two terms were understood at the turn of the century.’25 As Robert Bly said of Thoreau,
Christopher Lawn writes, ‘Wittgenstein is poetic without resorting to the formal literary devices
of poetry.’26
Appendix 26

Poems as Prose – the Verse Novel

MacDiarmid wrote in ‘The Kind of poetry I want’ – a didactic ars poetica:
‘Taking in the whole that explains the part,
Scientifically accurate . . .’

Though taking in the whole is the business of philosophy or the social sciences not poetry and is
not identifiable with the reductionist program that science has pursued so successfully.
MacDiarmid proclaimed, ‘I want a poetry of fact and first-hand experience and scientific
knowledge that is right about every technical detail’ 27 Basil Bunting asked, ‘Has any poet since
Lucretius used the vocabulary of science with such skill as Hugh MacDiarmid?’28 However,
MacDiarmid’s later poetry demonstrates that facts can suffocate the lyrical and emotional
intensity of poetry. Charles Altieri reminds us: ‘Ultimately poetry has to reach beyond the
understanding. It has to move us. And the richest poetry not only moves us, it also makes the
very process of being moved the basis for more general emotions extending beyond the specific
situation towards the overall modes of consciousness that the poetry exemplifies.’29
If, as I argue, language is naturally poetic, then there is a possibility for a documentary poetics.
Walter Moser notes that as ‘literature is able to "store" non-literary material. It therefore plays
an important historical role in the system that englobes it . . . [L]iterature can record different
historical strata and as such produce a remarkable non-contemporaneous simultaneity within its
textual space. This historical heterogeneity of material inscribed within the literary text
constitutes the potential for a more active participation within the historical process, since
literature keeps past material available, so to speak, for a later reactivation.’ 30

Appendix 27

Documentary Poems
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Benjamin and Kittler remind us of the aesthetic, psychic and philosophical effects of modern
technology. Technologies inform entertainment, just as language and techne are both
substantive, and the arts and entertainments co-evolve with technology, with new effects on
cognitive processes and structures of inscription. Following Walter Benjamin's argument, John
Berger argues that the technologies of photography and motion photography ended claims to
perspectival centrality, an image, ‘its meaning multiplies and fragments into many meanings’.
McGann points out that hypertext is ‘ordered to disperse attention as broadly as possible.’ This
is precisely Sven Birkets’ concern.31 Edward Jennings is optimistic: ‘To the extent that
information and power (and authority) overlap, hypertext's ecology of abundance can be
regarded as spreading all of them around, rather than either reducing or increasing any of them.
To that extent, at least, hypertext technology resembles network technology: sharing,
abundance, even the dreaded ‘overload’ are its hallmarks, rather than the sort of de-centering
that implies reduction or diminishment.’32 The problem is that healthy ecosystems prefer
diversity to abundance.
It is a dangerous metaphor; the Web is in no way like natural ecology, apart from the aspect of
connectedness and interrelations. Joseph Tabbi writes, ‘Cary Wolfe and I invited potential
contributors to consider the figure of "ecology" in criticism and culture, along with related terms
such as "fields, strings, loops, and webs (or, in the more explicitly down-to-earth terms favoured
by writers such as Joseph McElroy and A. R. Ammons, shores, estuaries, landfills, and liminal
zones and microclimates)”.’ 33 Linda Brigham asserts that ‘the relations of humans to both
natural ecologies and technological symbol-systems has become something more or other than
metaphorical, and media by now are the environment we move in.’34 This thesis strongly
disputes that assertion, agreeing with Ursula Heise that, ‘the ecological metaphor is misleading,
since it attributes a vitalist wholeness to contemporary computer networks that they do not
possess and that their very design, in fact, is meant to challenge.’35
Cybernetic theory implies that anything coded for transmission is defined as information, thus
conflating knowledge, meaning, information and data. I have emphasised the importance of
embodied practice, but this is being lost in technologised environments.36 Dewey identified the
‘fallacy of intellectualism’, as the assumption that, ‘experience is a mode of knowing.’
Embodied experience is immediate; knowledge is the mediated product of inquiry. Dewey
emphasised ‘the primacy of interaction’: the world emerges through interconnectedness,
interpenetration, and reciprocal influence. It is an evolving Darwinian world, not fixed or final.
Boisvert terms this ‘an ecological stance.’37 Edward Reed notes from the outset that progress in
information technology has been matched by regress in communication. We spend billions on a
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"superhighway" that carries every kind of information except the ecological information ‘that
allows us to experience things for ourselves.’38
Poetry is already squeezed by the novel, entertainment culture and technological/ consumerist
imperatives.39 And I disagree with Bernstein’s belief that formally innovative poems are
intrinsically political. He claims, ‘If I speak of a ‘politics of poetry,’ it is to address the politics
of poetic form, not the efficacy of poetic content. Poetry can interrogate how language
constitutes, rather than simply reflects, social meaning and values.’40 Michael Davidson claims
that poets using procedural techniques ‘are not giving up all responsibility but they are
liberating some (and only some) of language's power to surprise, enchant, and educate.’41 But
I’m wary when Ron Silliman states, ‘The purpose of the poem, like that of any act, is to change
the world.’42 The primary ideological message of poetry lies not in its explicit content, political
though it may be, but in the attitude towards reception it demands of the reader. Silliman
continues, ‘It is this ‘attitude toward information,’ which is carried forward by the recipient. It is
this attitude which forms the basis for a response to other information, not necessarily literary,
in the text. And, beyond the poem, in the world.’43 A performative emphasis re-establishes
individual agency among Foucault’s use of textual ‘archives’. Hanjo Berressem explains that
such spread of information does not end inequality, or necessarily promote wealth.44 Indeed,
Diderot used his Encyclopaedia to destroy the Guilds and open up knowledge to all – all in the
name of wealth creation.45
Aarseth, from an interactionist perspective, notes that, ‘The database is in principle similar to
the filing cabinet but with a level of automation and speed that made radically different textual
practices possible.’46 The digital age has the possibility of heteromorphous databases with
public access through fast and free communication networks (global systems like the Net, and
distributed and differentiated local-network communication systems).47 Lev Manovich
hypothesises that the database has replaced narrative: ‘Databases can be thought of as a new
cultural form in a society where a subject deals with huge amounts of information, which
constantly keep changing. It may be impossible to tie it all together in a set of narratives, but
you can put it in a database and use a search engine to find what you are looking for, to find
information which you are not aware of but which matches your interests and finally to even
discover new categories. In short, a narrative is replaced by a directory or index.’48 Ted
Warnell’s project ‘warnell.com’, between 1995 to 2001, grew to ‘32 megabytes, 2,800 Web
files, 1,100 HTML pages, 1,600 media files, 1,000 Web links, 350 contributing and
collaborating artists.’49

A New Defence of Poetry - and New Possibilities from Hypertext to Ecopoetry

243

One way to get information into poems is to write poems as prose. It is also a way of
broadening the appeal. Baudelaire's Petits poèmes en prose did not excite the controversy of Les
Fleurs du mal a few years earlier. Monte thinks this is because prose poems were increasingly
being published. Rimbaud's Illuminations (1870s) furthered the prose poem, which French poets
explored until the early 1930s. Mary O'Neil writes, ‘The choice of prose poetry signals, at once,
Baudelaire's willingness to open himself up to models not used by the Romantics and his belief
in the continued validity of poetic expression in a world dominated by prose.’50 Prose also frees
up a poet from traditions of form and subject matter. Baudelaire introduced his Petits poèmes en
prose (Le Spleen de Paris) as ‘a miracle of a poetic prose, musical without rhythm and rhyme,
flexible and choppy enough to adapt itself to the lyrical movements of the soul, to the
undulations of reverie, to the somersaults of consciousness.’51
Steven Monte argues that prose poetry has a lower profile in English language, though it
emerged in North America at the same time as other free verse and the modernist long poem,
which, for innovators like Pound and Eliot, ‘provided... ample opportunity for introducing the
prosaic into poetry.’52 There have been striking Modernist poets writing in prose (William
Carlos Williams and Gertrude Stein), and the use of prose is common among LIP poets. As
Kevin Brophy says, the prose poem is subversive, but he has difficulties in persuading his
students to attempt the form: ‘While the subversive French poetic form of vers libre was taken
up by English writers in the modernist era to the point where free verse now dominates poetry
written in English, there has been no comparable interest in the prose poem among Englishspeaking writers.’53
However Australian poets have had success in widening the scope and informational capacity of
poetry by writing verse novels. The question is how much of the energy of poetry is lost.
(‘Poetry demands either a great natural quickness of parts, or an enthusiasm allied to madness.’
Aristotle, The Poetics, II:17).54 (Appendix 26)

15.2

Proto-hypertext

There’s an argument that writers as far back as Sterne (Tristram Shandy, begun 175955),
produced prototype hypertext texts. More commonly cited are modernist writers, like James
Joyce. Michael Joyce56 ‘the father of hypertext fiction’, Donald Theall57, Darren Tofts58, and Jay
David Bolter cite Finnegans Wake, as a prototype of hypertext writing, in terms of narrative
strategies - ‘too complex and too dynamic for the medium of print.'59 Umberto Eco comments,
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‘If Margaret Mitchell had been able to surf the Web, she would probably have written
Finnegans Wake.’60
J. Yellowlees Douglas61, George Landow62 and Stuart Moulthrop 63cite Borges, particularly his
‘Garden of Forking Paths.’ This story, so short, yet so open to possibilities, uses great economy
for its complexity, a detective story with the reader as the detective. Stephen Albert, a British
scholar of Chinese culture unravels the story of hidden book and labyrinth, which he discovers
are the same, a Garden of Forking Paths, the embodiment of an ‘infinite series of times... a
network of diverging, converging and parallel times... embrac[ing] every possibility.’64 Ulmer
notes that the avant-garde ‘has provided all kinds of examples of how to link information.’65
Eliot’s The Waste Land, like the earlier Love Song of J. A. Prufrock, Gerontion or Sweeney
Erect, juxtaposes (without causal explanations or commentary) various images from both the
past and the present.66 Then there’s LIP poetry, which Silliman argues is, in principle,
hypertextual.67 Previous experiments with hypertextual forms in physical, print books include,
Julio Cortázar’s Hopscotch, (1966) with its multiple forking paths; George Perec's formalist La
Vie: Mode de Emploi (Life: A User's Manual) (1987); and Milorad Pavic's's Dictionary of the
Khazars (1989), which takes the form of three parallel encyclopaedias dealing with the same
historical events. These texts push the reader into a meandering, multi-pathed perusal of the text
and confuse readers who try to read them as continuous linear texts. Just because a text has
hypertext links does not mean it is non-linear.68 In the absence of hypertext technology they all
used typographical devices to direct the reader variously within the physical format of the book.
Not everyone is interested in hypertext as a literary tool. Darren Tofts claims, ‘the book is
actually better suited to facilitate the multi-tracking and individualized nomadic orienteering
prized by aficionados of hypertext.’69 And Michiko Kakutani has criticised hypertext fiction,
suggesting the best amount to, ‘Myst and Warcraft II as re-imagined by Robbe-Grillet.’70 Rather
than literature, Espen Aaseth and John Cayley cite OuLiPo71 as ancestral. Joseph Tabbi thinks
Oulipian writing strategies provide a more useful context for hypertext, because they similarly
put the, ‘composing mind... into contact with formal and procedural conditions that are always
present, always constraining, supporting, tweaking, and unconsciously controlling the creative
process’.72 Bill Seaman has coined the term ‘Recombinant Poetics’ for meaning emerging in
digital media, where meaning occurs through ‘dynamic interaction, influenced by, ‘Oulipo
[who] suggested that words can become a conceptual machine that generates meaning in
alternate configurations.’73
I would add the ‘new British poetry’, Language Poets in the USA and ‘oppositional Australian
poetry’ (LIP), which opens a flood of information that overruns line breaks without pause,
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syntactic profusions and constantly shifting forms, or Ronald Johnson’s deconstruction of
Paradise Lost in RADIOS (1977). Nick Montfort also believes that this literary emphasis on
hypertext is mistaken. He argues that electronic literature derives more from the computer game
(following Aaseth).74 Stuart Moulthrop’s chronology of literary hypertext takes in all these
elements.75
Rather than suggest hypertext is cognitively natural, Loss Pequeño Glazier suggests hypertext is
a natural extension of such prototype works, particularly innovative poetry.76 Glazier enthuses:
‘As with any development in technology, writing does not stay the same, but the writing
technology becomes an expanded way to perceive under the aegis of the writing activity.’77
Hypertext allows for the Derridean ideal of a text that ceaselessly shifts its readings, which
Stuart Moulthrop says invites deconstruction, and which Bolter claims confirms it.78 Mark
Poster reminds us that, ‘this ‘new’ electronically mediated communication or mode of
information is in many ways not new at all, but has been anticipated in social developments and
theoretical initiatives for decades, even centuries... go back to the telegraph and photography of
the nineteenth century.’79 For the purpose of this thesis, I settle for Pound’s Cantos, Williams’
Paterson, and Olson’s Maximus Poems. These long ambitious, information rich, and mostly
topographically precise texts provide opportunities to revisit the original dream of Vannevar
Bush and Ted Nelson.
Pound was interested in researching his poems to provide reliable information. In 1912, he
walked through southern France in the footsteps of the troubadours; ‘Provincia Deserta’ is the
resulting poem. Later, Pound researched details of Sigismondo Malatesta's life during trips to
Sienna and Rimini, spending ten weeks undertaking archival research in 1923 for a Canto (that
evolved into ‘Cantos 8 –11’).80 However, poets are rarely scholars, and Pound made mistakes;
Eugenio Montale was amazed by Pound’s ignorance of the troubadour poetry that he
championed.81
‘Canto 1’ begins this process with Odysseus’s narrative interrupted by elusive sections, and
Latin. Pound offers new ways for poets to use information. The Cantos are open forms
favouring discontinuity over narrative or linear development, which allow the insertion of
various materials into the poem; an extension of his ideogrammic method.82 Pound has said, ‘I
began the Cantos about 1904, I suppose. I had various schemes, starting in 1904 or 1905. The
problem was to get a form - something elastic enough to take the necessary material. It had to he
a form that wouldn't exclude something because it didn't fit. In the first sketches, a draft of the
present first canto was the third.’83 The form suits hypertext, as William Cole has argued.84 He
notes that in the Cantos the links are suggested but it is left to the reader to make the
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connections, (a version of filling the gaps). Again he also believes that, ‘This method assumes a
certain model of cognition, one that also underlies hypertext theory... associative qualities of
human thought.’85 At the same time, McGann claims Pound made important contributions to the
textual materiality of poems.86 One edit in Canto I is an acknowledgement that the Homer he
presents, has come via the Latin translation of Andreas Divus - ‘Lie quiet Divus’.
Poets of very different allegiances and styles have had ambitions to renew poetry through
expanding the materials poetry used. MacDiarmid was also interested in scientific discourse, as
part of his encyclopaedic tendencies. Robert Crawford claims that MacDiarmid’s late poetry
anticipates hypertext: ‘The experience of reading MacDiarmid’s mature poetry of knowledge is
often like surfing on the Internet or moving on impulse through a vast database or hypertext
system.’87 The Cantos or MacDiarmid’s longer poems are dense broken texts. 88 As early as
1915, Pound had composed Three Cantos I-III, (pub. in Poetry 1917). ‘[T]hey were designed as
the start of a “chryselephantine poem of immeasurable length”, an “endless poem of no known
category”, as the author variously referred to it.’89
‘I used to carry on a lot about the Poetics of Information, seeing it as the one possibility
for the poet, that practitioner of the science of the whole as I insisted on calling the craft,
to sum, summon, sum up the world around the place of his practice. Make a summa
poetica of the space and time that spawned that practice.’
Robert Kelly90

Robert Kelly talks of Pound and Olson, Marianne Moore, James Merrill, and Louis Zukofsky:
‘Some of these poets sent you scurrying to books to find out what was going on.’91 The collagist
values found materials, and subverts traditional principles of poetry: narrative form, genre and
diction, organic unity and emphasis on the line as the unit of poetry composition. The paratactic
is what Bunting learnt from Pound, ‘allowing merely the accumulation of things, things you can
touch, things you can hear, things you can see, to do all the suggesting.’92 Hypertext shares
similarities to collage, but goes further - it jumps. Elements are not displayed together, spatially
or temporally; exploration of diverse modes/materials is encouraged in a cumulative and
ongoing fashion. This links to Emerson’s account of writing essays that comes under the notion
of ‘Panharmonicon’ with: ‘everything admissible, philosophy, ethics, divinity, criticism, poetry,
humour, fun . . .’93 Textual networks are not only electronic, because, as Michel Foucault
realised, the, ‘frontiers of a book are never clear-cut... it is caught up in a system of references to
other books, other texts, other sentences: it is a node within a network . . .’94 Hypertextuality
takes the reader/viewer directly from one text to others (regardless of authorship or location),
across institutional and disciplinary boundaries. This is ‘the multi-dimensional space’ in which
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Barthes said, ‘a variety of writings, none of them original, blend and clash.’95 There are other
traditions (iconic, embodied and materially rooted), which have a hypertext dynamic. Craig San
Roque compares Tjukurrpa (Box 6.e) to the nervous system.96 However, hypertext is naturally
aligned to certain types of discourse (non-linear, non logical, intuitive, and poetic). Robert
Crawford claims of Hugh MacDiarmid’s mature work, mostly written in the isolated Shetland
Islands in the 30s; ‘It is the twentieth-century poetry which most clearly anticipates the greatest
revolutionary technological shift in our society – the development of the computer.’97 Jerome
McGann notes that in a hypertext, ‘each document (or part of a document) can therefore be
connected to every other document (or document part) in any way one chooses to define a
connection. Relationships do not have to be organized in terms of a measure or standard (though
subgroups of organization can be arbitrarily defined as non-arbitrary forms).’98 This suggests an
ecological form, of autopoietic processes.
Douglas Hofstadter characterises the feedback process of emergent phenomena as, ‘an
interaction between levels in which the top level reaches back down towards the bottom level.’
(Chapter 1.2) The hypertext poet Stephanie Strickland lists various systems as ‘levels’, from
quarks to ecosystems and suggests, ‘jumps between levels - reveal emergent properties,
properties that cannot be predicted by, nor analysed in terms of, the properties of the prior level
. . .’99 She adds that, ‘The concept of level is evolutionary, that is historicised and contingent.’100
This should remind us that cumulative bricolage works within and between levels and that the
world is now cultural and technological as well as natural, and inundated with information
flows. Robert Crawford writes, ‘Cybernetics emphasises the transmission of information as
crucial, and as constructing both the communities and the relational patterns on which
knowledge depends. So does modernist poetry. Its constant use of textual and cultural allusion
set up a potentially endless knowledge and information flow, and seems designed to do so.’101

15.3

Hypertext and the Encyclopaedic Impetus

I have argued that 18th C discursive poetry is a neglected model for aspects of ecopoetics; I now
propose a similar argument for hypertext poetries.
Elizabeth Eisenstein has argued that the printing revolution, which resulted in the publishing of
fixed, accurate texts and images, was the key to the scientific revolution.102 Texts could be
standardised and distributed widely, creating a notion of objectivity and open conversation that
we now take for granted - an Enlightenment paradigm of progress to a rational, scientific and
democratic society. There is no simple causal path, and in contrast; Adrian Johns claims, ‘Far
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from fixing certainty and truth, print dissolved them. It exacerbated the ephemerality of
knowledge.’103 Lennard Davis notes that books provided same kinds of narratives as before.104
There is now the possibility of instant access to news, and myriad modalities of information.
The danger of information overload (Albert Borgmann, Theodore Roszak’s 'data glut') is a
common corollary to the belief that vast amounts of information lead to knowledge, intelligence
and wisdom.105 Managing information used to require thinking, but Borgmann thinks
information has become just another commodity.106 Jean-Francois Lyotard views a postmodern
dissociation of knowledge from the ‘training of minds’. Knowledge becomes information, and,
‘Knowledge ceases to be an end in itself, it loses its use value.’107 He envisions the
commodification of knowledge. Information will increasingly be seen as essential to productive
power, and will be fought over. Such anxieties are not new108: Jonathan Sheehan suggests that
they emerged between 1625 and 1735; Richard Yeo from 1735; and Ann Blair traces the
problem back to the 13thC.109 Wordsworth deplored, ‘the encreasing accumulation of men in
cities, where the uniformity of their occupations produces a craving of the extraordinary
incident which the rapid communication of intelligence hourly gratifies.’110 James Gleick claims
that a few hundred years ago, ‘[P]eople’s lives were, by modern standards, incredibly empty and
isolated and devoid of information.’111 In fact, people knew a lot more about a lot less;
information was distributed differently. This issue of overload led Vannevar Bush to conceive
the memex, precursor to hypertext.112
Appendix 28

The Encyclopaedic Dream

Nancy Kaplan notes the encyclopaedic ambition of hypertext: ‘A significant feature of hypertext
environments is their capacity for inclusion: they want to construct vast and necessarily
unfinished collages of documents to represent the knowledge (and the agon) of a discipline.’113
Neil Postman defines his neologism ‘Technopoly’ as, ‘what happens to society when the
defences against information glut have broken down.’114 He points out that the real problems
humans face (like starvation) are not due to inadequate information.115 However, he is mistaken;
famines are caused by economic stresses (caused by drought, pests etc), information is valuable
in these situations. Tooby & Cosmides note that, ‘Humans are radically different from other
species in the degree to which we use contingently true information - information that allows
the regulation of improvised behaviour that is successfully tailored to local conditions.’116
Bolter suggests, ‘Even as late as Coleridge, an encyclopediast thought that the purpose of his
great book was to demonstrate how each notion is subordinated ‘to a preconceived universal
idea.’ And that the tradition continues, ‘[T]he 15th edition of the Encyclopaedia Brittanica can
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be understood as modern secular attempts to encompass the book of nature in the technology of
print.’ 117 Thus digital poetics can link to ecopoetics.
‘One day, while writing materials about Graham Swift’s Waterland, a novel that
touches upon the antiwar movement in 1973, I observed someone on a nearby machine
working on a web about nuclear arms and disarmament. Immediately recognising that I
could provide valuable information for my students simply by linking to lexias in this
other web, I did so.’
George Landow118

Bush conceived of the memex as a research tool for information organization.119 The term
‘hypertext’ was first coined by Ted Nelson in 1965 to describe an assemblage of electronic
textual connectivity was conceived in terms of information movement.120 His term ‘docuverse’
(a less successful neologism), describes a global distributed electronic library of interconnected
documents.121
‘Xanadu was meant to be a universal library, a worldwide hypertext publishing tool, a
system to resolve copyright disputes, and a meritocratic forum for discussion and
debate. By putting all information within reach of all people, Xanadu was meant to
eliminate scientific ignorance and cure political misunderstandings. And, on the very
hackerish assumption that global catastrophes are caused by ignorance, stupidity, and
communication failures, Xanadu was supposed to save the world.’
Gary Wolf122

Nelson’s is a bricoleur who makes use of things, hoards and files, catalogues, and orders things.
Gary Wolfe notes, ‘“If you ask Ted for a book you've given him," says Roger Gregory, Nelson's
longtime collaborator and traditional victim, "he'll say, 'I filed it, so I'll buy you a new one”.’123
Alberto Manguel reveals a key to Borges’ project (cited as a proto-hypertextualist, above): ‘The
few bookcases, however, contained the essence of Borges’ reading, beginning with those that
held the encyclopaedias and dictionaries which were Borges’ special pride.’124 Manguel notes
that Borges loved the ‘ordered chance’ of an encyclopaedia. Landow views ‘docuverse’ as
depicting the ‘essential connectivity’ of hypertext - as a ‘vast assemblage’ of text connected by
electronic links.125 He notes, ‘Finally, in a fully hypertextual environment, as in some senses the
World Wide Web already is, the operative paradigm for the hypertext document is not the
electronic book but the electronic library: as in the library, the reader encounters multiple points
of authority, unexpected juxtapositions, and frequent occasions for making choices.’126 There
are many predictions for the docuverse, mostly positive. Bolter predicts: ‘[T]he image of the
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electronic library as a community of writers in instant and effortless communication – this
image will persist, and it will define the next age of writing.’127 While Espen Aarseth suggests:
‘On the social level, huge texts could be browsed, searched, and updated by several people at
once, and from different places on the globe, operations that only superficially seem to resemble
what we used to call ‘reading’ and ‘writing’.’128 Nicole Yankelovich predicts electronic books
will evolve to groups of electronic books or libraries.129
Jerome McGann notes the scholarly application: ‘The computerized edition [Oxford English
Dictionary] can store vastly greater quantities of documentary materials, and it can be built to
organize, access, and analyse those materials not only more quickly and easily, but at depths no
paper-based edition could hope to achieve.’130 Umberto Eco doubts digital discourse will
replace the book, but the special qualities of hypertext mean that it will likely replace certain
forms of text, the ones he calls ‘systems’, such as, encyclopaedias and handbooks. He contrasts
two kinds of books, those that we normally read, and those that we consult, the latter denoting
‘systems’. For critical, sustained, reflective reading, Eco speculates that the multimodal world
of hypertext cannot fulfil the same basic need as the naturally linear book.131 Michael Sippey
suggests that all communication technology is heading towards, ‘a network-centric age of
computing. Where information can be exchanged seamlessly between applications, websites,
clients, servers, handhelds, palmtops, cell phones, key chains, etc., thanks to simple yet
powerful technologies. The key here is information exchange.’132
‘[H]ypertext finds its nearest analogue to cognitive activity in its powers of selection . .
. It is often forgotten that Ted Nelson designed his initial Xanadu system . . . not in
order to preserve and archive but rather select documents for present uses.’
Joseph Tabbi 133

Hypertext offers possibilities of a radical form of collage (a ‘new electronic form of
collaborative collage’ Ulmer134), and a return to a new kind of ‘text’ (from the Latin textare to
weave together). The possibilities are vast and some of the impetus goes back to 1904, when
Stanislavski proposed a ‘peasant spectacle’, which informed Eisenstein's practice and theory of
montage.135 F.T. Marinetti promoted the Russian notion of ‘literaturnyi montaz’ (contracted into
‘litmontaz’) in his ‘Technical Manifesto of Futurism’ (early 1912), where it is called parole in
libertà (words-in-freedom).136
At the same time, it must be kept in mind that a discursive, information rich poetics, can be oral
based.
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Appendix 29

David Antin - Discursive poet

Print-based texts are also webs of associations; no single reader can hope to capture the text's
original, intended associational web. But hypertext readers realise that their reading is a member
of a much larger set of possible readings through the web, for which Gunnar Liestol uses the
term ‘multi-linear.’ He argues that if hypertext has primarily an encyclopaedic function (with no
semantically significant organization above the level of the lexia), the multi-linearity is not
problematic.137 However given the amount of work on interpretive strategies and problems,
particularly with deconstruction, any text faces such problems. Gregory Ulmer views hypertext
writing as fundamentally different and governed by the ‘hyperrhetoric’, an associative rather
than communicative writing form governed primarily by the inferential process of ‘conduction’
(the point of electronic inference where the two series cross, forming a circuit). In Applied
Grammatology, he was interested in ‘generative forms for the production of another text.’138 In
Heuretics he argues that criticism should be generative in nature and concerned with how texts
can be composed. This is a new electronic association. Coming from a video aesthetic, Ulmer
expected more ambition, and called for ‘inventio for an electronic rhetoric – the places of
invention, storing the means of argument and the common places of the cultural code.’ Poetry
has already offered an inventio (as argued previously). In Heuretics he wanted, ‘a
rhetoric/poetics leading to the production of a new work.’139 In Teletheory (framed within a
video context, being pre Net, 1989) he states: ‘one purpose of teletheory is to make personal
images accessible, receivable, by integrating the private and public dimensions of knowledge –
invention and justification.’140
I sympathise with Ulmer’s aims and some of its techniques, e.g. Situating the writer, its
discursiveness, openness, and the desire to describe a context/environment. He develops
‘Mystory’/’Mystoriography’ mixing history, personal stories, ficto-criticism, mystery in texts,
sounds, and images in combinations; a style suited to the new hypertext environments of the
mid 1990s. Ulmer’s project of chorography was ‘a simulation of this search for a mystery, for
the knot or pattern binding together the emotional sets that are the foundation of one's
judgement (of one's intuitions, and hence of one's creativity).’141 Ulmer uses video-montage
theoretical techniques (jump-editing, dissolve, pan etc.) for any genre (diary, essay, art criticism,
jokes) to invent and discover connections, which would not be apparent through disciplined,
non-discursive discourses. Teletheory was a 'discursive and conceptual ecology', but Ulmer
became more formalist, devising terms like electronic literacy, ‘byteracy’ and electronic rhetoric
– ‘hyperrhetoric’, and developing formal systems, Mystory and CaTTt (an ‘anti-method’) of
invention (heuretics), not interpretation (hermeneutics). Mystory is not an art form,
autobiographical or lyric but a pedagogical device rooted in deconstruction. Examples of
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mystory lack the cohesiveness and force that poetry practice offers. The surface punning and
word association games that characterise Mystorys have hardly repaid my attention, but then his
interest is pedagogy (and ficto-criticism). My interest is poetry, which I believe (like Horace) is
connected, but never identical with pedagogy.142 He fails to realise the power of poetry and
form, even open form, in his and his students’ wildly associative hypertextual works. He is
overly formalist in prescribing rules, but the formalism has no effect on the actual inventio and
writing. An I-environment (a temporary neologism) offers more ways into one’s environment.
One way to understand one’s environment, as I argued, is through poetry, a poetics not only of
text but of sound and image, and information too.
In the 1990s, Ted Nelson’s site ‘Alt-X’ was challenging the concept of on-line writing. Nelson
says he, ‘viewed the medium more as an exhibition or network installation model that expanded
the concept of writing to include streaming media, experimental artists e-books, net art, mp3
concept albums, ‘invisible’ theory, and electro-poetics.’ ‘[W]e still believe it’s socially more
responsible for all our writers, whether breakthrough fictioneers, biomedia net artists, or
politically-incorrect theorists to experiment with the form and content of actual creative practice
to hack into reality by way of a Burroughsian strategy of ‘storming the reality studio’.’143
Sadie Plant offers a feminist critique of western philosophy and thought in proposing a new
‘technoculture’.144 Whereas, Landow cites Richard Rorty’s pragmatist attitude to truth,
preferring to see the discipline as a conversation.145 David Kolb doubts a new philosophical
discourse will emerge in hypertext,146 as does Robert Horn.147 The literary critic, Douglass
Thomson, claims that literary critics, unlike philosophers, are bricoleurs and thus, ‘especially
well adapted to utilize the multivocal, multilinear qualities of the hypertext.’148 (Few cybertheorists mention poetry). Howard Becker states, ‘It seems to me that such a literary form is
peculiarly suited to the presentation of an analysis of social life which contains so many
possibilities and so many branching paths.’149 Others are pessimistic about hypertext discourse,
including Mark Poster;150 and Sven Birkets, who worries that, ‘Impression and image take
precedence over logic and concept.’ 151 Michael Heim even suggests a cognitive pathology
might develop from hypertext.152
Hypertext may be too unstable for argumentation, but may well be useful for a new discursive
poetics.
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attentiveness that will make the front to back reading of a serious novel more difficult than ever.’ ‘Page
versus Pixel: Part One of FEED's Dialogue on Electronic Text’, Sven Birkerts, Carolyn Guyer, Bob Stein
and Michael Joyce, June 1995. http://www.feedmag.com/95.05dialog1.html [DL March 2002] Sven
Birkerts, The Gutenberg Elegies: The Fate of Reading in an Electronic Age, London: Faber and Faber,
1994, p122
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‘In psychology, medicine, and the social sciences, the prefix hyper means 'agitated' or 'pathological.'
Hypertext thinking may indeed reveal something about us that is agitated, panicky, or even pathological.
As the mind jumps, the psyche gets jumpy and hyper.’ Michael Heim, The Metaphysics of Virtual Reality,
Oxford UP, 1993, p40.
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Hypertext uses associative principles and yet has veered from its original conception as
information management. Poets are using the new digital technologies to re-engage 20th C
avant-garde techniques. Thus while appearing innovative, they are retreading old ground, using
new technologies – technologies which tend to distance poets from techne, skilled practice and
exploration of the fundamental materials of poetry.

16.1

Hypertext as ‘Natural’
Emotion, ‘jumps or flows from one experience, memory, word or cluster of words to
another.’
David Hartley (1749)1

‘A poet’s mind . . . is constantly amalgamating disparate experience; the ordinary mans
experience is chaotic, irregular and fragmentary.’
T.S. Eliot (1921)2

‘The human mind . . . operates by association. With one item in its grasp, it snaps
instantly to the next that is suggested by the association of thoughts, in accordance with
some intricate web of trails carried by the cells of the brain.’
Vannevar Bush, (1945)3
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Associationism offers a useful model of how the mind/brain works in the cortex, overlaid on
more ‘primitive’ emotional and motor modular processing pathways. Associationism is central
to understanding how the theory of hypertext developed, and its possibilities for poetry practice.
William James described the apparent chaos of thoughts as ‘abrupt cross-cuts and transitions’,4
which appears suitable for hypertext jumping. Vannevar Bush noted, ‘The human mind operates
by association . . . the speed of action, the intricacy of trails, the detail of mental pictures, is
awe-inspiring beyond all else in nature.’ He pointed out that index systems sort and store data
alphabetically, or numerically, in a single location. Tracing through class and subclass retrieves
information, but the entire process has to be re-run for each item.5 He suggested, ‘Selection by
association, rather than by indexing, may yet be mechanised . . . A memex is a device in which
an individual stores all his books, records, and communications, and which is mechanized so
that it may be consulted with exceeding speed and flexibility. It is an enlarged intimate
supplement to his memory.’ The technology of hypertext did not develop as Bush imagined in
the 1940s (pre-computer).6

‘But the associative principles that links make possible, a kind of dynamic field of
intertextuality generated through and for analysis, have much untapped potential for
critical and creative investigation.’
Johanna Drucker7

Some hypertext theorists hypothesise that hypertexts are more ‘natural’, on the basis of utilising
associative thinking, than other forms of inscription, but without providing convincing
arguments. George Landow views hypertext as text structured via multi-sequential nodes, links,
and networks, which includes aural and pictorial, and whose interactive nature re-negotiates the
relationship between writer and reader. Such a textual environment is, he thinks, closer to ‘the
“pluri-dimensional character” of human thinking and experience.’ 8 Michelle Kendrick argues
that hypertext is ‘naturally aligned with human cognition’,9 and Kathleen Burnett claims this
technology liberates the writing process, removing layers of mediation to reveal more closely
the writerly mind.10 Bolter claims that hypertext's ‘electronic symbols in the machine seem to be
an extension of a networked of ideas of the mind itself . . . the computer reflects the mind as a
web of verbal and visual elements in a conceptual space.’11 These writers have a naturalistic
broadly humanist approach compared to the first cyberneticists and the post-structuralists, who
from different contexts, defined humans in terms of information exchange.12 Joseph Tabbi notes
that digital reading requires multi-tasking:

‘All of this - speed, interruptibility, an electronic materiality - makes non-literary
media resemble mental modules, the non-verbal, non-conscious, on-again off-again
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circuitry in the brain that accounts for the vast majority of cognitive processes. The
modules, like the media, are kept too busy to get beyond themselves. It isn't at the
modular level that the mind stops and reflects; rather, it's only through combinations of
multiple modules and re-entrant circuits that a conscious thought comes into being and
then gets replaced by a different thought, in a series that is amenable to analogue
processing and narrative structuring.’
Joseph Tabbi13

Wesling argues that Coleridge’s contorted thinking is ‘a logic of the activity of thinking.’14 One
may claim naturalism too easily. Davida Charney doubts claims that hypertext is more
‘natural’15 and Scott DeWitt points to a lack of empirical research.16 Richard Lanham concludes
his work on the ‘new rhetoric’ arguing that hypertext subverts the rigid quantitatively-oriented
mindset of Newtonian science and replaces it with humanistic rhetoric, which, ‘is again
functioning systemically as a way of thinking.’17

‘Over a period of months, I came to realise that, although programmers structured their
data hierarchically, they didn’t have to. I began to see the computer as the ideal place
for making interconnections among things accessible to people. I realised writing did
not have to be sequential and that not only would tomorrow’s books and magazines be
on screen, they could all tie to one another in every direction.’
Ted Nelson18

The paradox is that the digital environment is not natural. For example, while photographs trace
reality by virtue of their production, digital images are fabrications.19 Layers of algorithmic
processing (without material mimetic operations) construct a digital image.20 According to W.J.
Mitchell, ‘A worldwide network of digital imaging systems is swiftly, silently constituting itself
as the decentered subject's reconfigured eye.’21 Digital technology, Hypertext e-books etc. will
change our notion of literature, just as the novel and Romanticism did. Defoe’s Essay Upon
Literature (1726) referred to letters and diaries. Clifford Siskin traces the changes in the
meaning of literature from 'anything written' to 'special kinds of deeply imaginative writing'.22
Walter Ong argues (phono-centrically and contra Derrida) that, ‘By contrast with natural, oral
speech, writing is completely artificial. There is no way to write “naturally”.’23 Charles
Bernstein has also noted: ‘there is no natural writing style’.24 What looks natural about a poem
is the result of a number of procedures and assumptions about writing that the author may be
more or less conscious of when composing. Those procedures and assumptions are in fact social
constructions, which have become conventions (that LIP poets attack25). However, the formalist
literary reading conventions are hardly convincing, or applicable solely to literary texts.26 Leech
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and Short suggest ‘stylistic competence’ (or ‘literary competence’) is ‘a capacity which we
possess and exercise unconsciously and intuitively.’27 Unlike linguistic competence, different
people possess it to different degrees.28
Jay David Bolter believes that electronic writing ‘will in fact confirm much of what the
deconstructionalists and others have been saying about the instability of the text and decreasing
authority of the author.’29 The screen is much more flexible than the book and is characterised
by ‘impermanence and changeability’.30 The same could be argued for oral poets. John Foley
points out, ‘Strict application of the Parry-Lord methodology leaves little room for the single
poet, while a strictly literary perspective underestimates the evocative power of the poetic
tradition.’31 Janet Murray introduced the term ‘procedural authorship’ to distinguish hypertext
writing. The term refers to writing the rules on how the text appears as well as writing the text.
It means writing the rules for the interactor’s involvement, that is, the conditions under which
things will happen in response to the participant’s actions.32 Thus hypertext emphasises the role
of author, in opposition to the work of Barthes33 and Foucault.34 Deconstruction undermines the
unity of, not only the author, but also the text, strengthening the force of intertexuality.35 Then
there is cognitive science - Stewart and Cohen insist that the self is a process, so the author must
be too.36
Mindy McAdams & Stephanie Berger criticise Janet Murray for not emphasising linking as a
key separate step.37 Michael Joyce has proposed two types of structural linking - exploratory vs.
constructive hypertext, paralleling Barthes’ distinction between the writerly (scriptible), and
readerly (lisible).38 Both require careful navigational structuring, but his theoretical foundations
are opaque.39 On the Net, one jumps in and out of documents and sites, a process which neither
reader nor author has control (Ulmer suggests go with the flow).40 Jeff Parker proposes two
kinds of links, functional links and those that produce a literary effect.41
Feeling lost in a hypertext labyrinth is a common problem with hypertext structures. Jill Walker
introduces one of her hypertexts: ‘You’ll find that the essay loops around itself, much as the
poem it describes loops around its hub. When you’re tired of the looping, you’ve probably read
enough. (For those of you who crave a measure: there are 28 nodes and about 2500 words
here).’42 The last sentence is useful, alternatively the structure can be visualised by a map, or
some graphic figure marking themes for each branch or rhizome (Simon Pockley uses the term
‘datascape’).43
We have seen the beginning of a grammar of Hypertext.44 Jerome McGann and others describe
the functional implications of styles of linking (a core issue), but despite promises, the majority
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of literary hypertext is linear, with limited structures of branching based on the labyrinth or the
maze. Its hypertextuality goes further than Gerard Genette’s use of the term, as a subtype of
‘transtextuality’ (a term he prefers as more inclusive than ‘intertextuality’45) though by applying
Bakhtinian concepts (Jurij Lotman46) the notion of intertextuality expands. Bush conceived of
the ‘memex’ as a research tool for information organization. He wrote, ‘It is exactly as though
the physical items had been gathered together to form a new book. It is more than this, for any
item can be joined into numerous trails.’47 But Daniel Foster points out that, ‘whereas Bush’s
hypothetical researcher could create idiosyncratic associations between texts which need make
sense to no other human being, today’s hypertext author often works to make navigation
through his or her material clear to - and/or strategic for - a wider audience.’48
Bolter offers a typical definition of hypertext, ‘the interactive interconnection of a set of
symbolic elements’.49 But rather than thinking of the link as connecting two nodes, it can be
considered as a leap into space between two nodes. Terry Harpold writes, ‘What you see is the
link as link, but what you miss is the link as gap.’50 This suggests instabilities in reading the
hypertext that the New Critics introduced into printed text through notions of ambiguity, irony,
and paradox. Roman Ingarden and Wolgang Iser both suggest that we create literary works
through filling the gaps.51 Hypertext linking offers new possibilities for the work readers do in
filling the gaps.52 Aarseth categorised linear texts as ‘interpretative’ (to be interpreted, by
following a linear narrative or ‘line’ of argument), and hypertexts as both ‘interpretative’ and
‘explorative’ (the weave (textere) to be explored).53 This characterises poetry.
Ulmer concentrates on the hypertext jump from a pedagogical viewpoint:
‘The logic associated with literacy is a step-by-step method, which suits the page as it
developed in the context of specific literary practices, but now we have equipment that
doesn't need a step-by-step procedure, we have equipment that makes jumps. We have
the link - the hyperlink. You can push a button no matter where you're located in
relation to information stored at vastly distant locations and simply jump from one
spot to the other . . . A major question facing the humanities right now is, How do you
guide this jump, the logic of the link? The whole purpose of logic has always been to
find a way to link information, to make it useful for people. So I've been working on
designing the logic of the jump.’
Gregory Ulmer54

This ‘logic’ is known to poets for thousands of years. However, Bolter believes that electronic
poetry undermines, ‘Wordsworth’s definition of poetry as a “spontaneous overflow of powerful
feelings”,55 so can hypertext authors remain poets?
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Appendix 30

Hypertext and the Visual – Philip Salom’s Rome Air Naked

Most new media poetry is a continuation of visually-oriented avant-garde movements. This
generalisation applies particularly to Australian digital poets, who mostly bypass generative
avant-garde techniques (discussed below).
Appendix 31

A glimpse at some Australian Digital Poets

There is so often a rupture with techne in digital poetry; it is not a clear line, but connects to
changes in perception. Friedrich Kittler revealed the materiality of media but denies it to new
media: ‘the general digitisation of channels and information erases the differences among
individual media. Sound and image, voice and text are reduced to surface effects, known to
consumers as interface. Sense and senses turn into eyewash . . . Inside the computers themselves
everything becomes a number: quantity without image, sound, or voice.’56
Casey Alt argues that new media in general are, ‘understood as merely an extended practice of
filmmaking - an argument that I would diagnose as both logically and empirically
problematic.’57 Alt argues that, ‘the specific materialities of interfaces such as Maya [3-D
graphic software] have actually coevolved with new design requirements to effect a radical
transformation in both interface design and human modes of perception and representation.58 Alt
suggests that by, ‘using and navigating the interface space of Maya, the internal perceptual
states of users are haptically and affectively inflected and altered so as to engender the
possibility to think and perceive according to an object-oriented 3-D logic.’59 This follows the
theme of Jonathan Crary, who believes that technology has changed vision, citing, ‘synthetic
holography, flight simulators, computer animation.’60 Jean-Louis Comolli argues that the
technologies and forms of representation are mutually reinforcing, and that the newer
technologies of photography and cinema optics are structured according to this norm of
perception.61 This position is in accord with earlier arguments in this thesis.
In terms of poetry web sites, the most popular Australian one would probably be Jacket
launched in 1997 by John Tranter ‘in a rash moment’. Its first issue contained an article on
‘Cyberpoetics’ by Kurt Brereton, but since then has focussed on Tranter’s interests (with great
verve, including poetry, reviews, interviews, colour images, and an audio welcome message) on
International Modernist and Postmodernist writings. Distribution is Tranter’s main interest. 62
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Appendix 32

16.2

Connecting hypertext and ecopoetry

Critique of Generative Techniques and Procedural Form

Procedural techniques are ancient. Poets, priests and magicians have long played with a material
and spatial conception of language. For example, Alexandrian and medieval technopaegnion
explored anagrams, calligrams, acrostics, and the numerology of alphabets.63 The form and
materiality was used as generative techniques, but any process that makes connections can, even
flâneurship.
‘Now try this take a walk a bus a taxi do a few errands sit down somewhere drink a
coffee watch TV look through the papers now return to your place and write what you
have just seen, felt, thought with particular attention to precise intersection points.’
B. Gysin & W. Burroughs64

John Cage was interested in the sounds of the words not the meanings and in freeing the
compositional process from his control. Cage used numerous procedures to generate chance,
frequently the I Ching.65 He was interested in text, as, ‘more akin to music where experience
comes more to the point than understanding’.66 Much recent digital poetry (the terminology
varies: ‘Code work’, Talan Memmott; ‘Code poetry’, Ted Warnell; and ‘Digital visual poetics’,
Brian Lennon) concerns processes and patterns, not even legible as words. Ted Warnell has
been, since 1983 as a systems analyst and programmer specializing in corporate database
management, and this is how he came to poetry. His work is frequently unreadable text on the
screen (a techno-formalism).67 Much of their work is self referential, using email formats,
contents, cut ups of digital materials etc. Digital texts offer freedom and opportunities for
formal inventors and players, and as Joanna Drucker notes, ‘The algorithmic imagination programming code as a poetic device, a generative mode of writing production - pushes a
completely different set of relations into our awareness of a literary work.’68 Such techniques
reduce the techne of the poetic speech act, and the iconic power of language. These are
disadvantages, despite Charles Bernstein’s statement: ‘As if poetry were a craft that there is a
right way or wrong way to do: in which case, I prefer the wrong way - anything better than the
well-wrought epiphany of predictable measure - for at least the cracks and flaws and
awkwardnesses show signs of life.’69
Digital technologies offer opportunities of interactive play (as well as commerce and
pornography), and this alternative lineage for hypertext, is one Espen Aarseth has been
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influential in emphasising interactivity, comparing hypertext novels with computer games,
under the rubric ‘ergodic art’.70 The slogan interactivity alone does not change the underlying
relation between author and reader, though the fixity of ‘author’ shimmers.71 Tom Sherman
notes that in digital art: ‘The stable, poetic information structure of an ambiguous artwork yields
information through the creative efforts of its audience. The audience interprets (participates,
interacts with) the work to create information. The chief edge that immaterial objects have over
material objects is their potential for direct, active participation and interactive manipulation by
audiences. Immaterial objects fly back and forth across networks at the speed of light into
private spaces where audiences can manipulate and modify identical, digital copies of original
art works, updating these works as their information is consumed, or more correctly, processed.
This is why interactivity is such an obsession in computer-integrated media.’72 This energised
ambiguity is sought by much modernist and post-modern poetries, and points to a different
ontology, of process and interaction, not object.73 Martin Rosenberg posits limits to the creative
processural interactivity, ‘A reader who can freeze the text, a reader who is aware of a Home
button, a reader who can gain an instant, transcendent perspective of the reading experience,
domesticates contingencies.’74

Formalism ranges from the autotelic poetry of the New Formalists, working in the late
1960s, to the complexities of mathematician and poet Max Bense and composer Milton
Babbit, a logical positivist who claimed, ‘there is but one kind of language, one kind of
method for the verbal formulation of ‘concepts’ and the verbal analysis of such
formulations: ‘scientific’ language and ‘scientific’ method.75 Formalism uses chance and
procedural forms76 (or ‘generative techniques’ or ‘algorithmic methods') include, Tzara77
(use of hat), Cage78 (use of I Ching), Jackson MacLow79 (use of dice, numerological
operations, and computer programs), Jerome Rothenberg80 (use of numerology) and James
Merrill81 (use of a Oudji Board). These techniques are extreme techniques to tease out the
general aesthetic tendency towards form.

‘There is no value inherent in the product of a constricted form, except one: being unable
to say what you normally would, you must say what you normally wouldn’t.’
Harry Mathews 82

Invention of a method was key to John Cage’s work, not inspiration - amusement. As MacLow
puts it, ‘Some often delight in being surprised.’83 The procedural tends to abandon techne for
technology in the arts, a technology that uses process to balance on chaos (Toshimaru
Nakamura or Jimi Hendrix).84 (Similar balancing occurs with the eco-art of Andy Goldsworthy,
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who explains, ‘My response is not to standardise and control these elements, but to treat them as
an extension of the many unpredictabilities in the process ... [the works] are alive with the
variety of the places that they come from, and it is in their nature to accept further variation.’85)
Most poets would want more than surprise. Ulmer resurrects the classical concept of curiositas
to illuminate his concept of hypertext as ‘a network in which to catch an invention’. With all the
worlds of possible information the person navigating must create individual patterning.
Ultimately, it is ‘a simulation of this search for a mystery, for the knot or pattern binding
together the emotional sets that are the foundation of one's judgement (of one's intuitions, and
hence of one's creativity).’86
Technology being used for poetry is not new. Brian McHale’s investigation of writing machines
(for writing, imaging, and duplicating) cites, ‘Alfred Jarry, Marcel Duchamp, Franz Kafka, and,
especially, Raymond Roussel. Such machines have proliferated in the postmodern period and
provide the model for “mechanical” writing practices in postmodernist poetry.’87 John Ashbery
‘discovered’ Roussel in the late 1950s (and then de Certeau, Deleuze and Guattari, and
OuLiPo). Brian McHale explains his importance: ‘A Roussel text, in other words, is already a
full level higher on the scale of “mechanization” than a Williams text: it is not a “machine made
of words,” but rather a “machine made of words made by a machine”.’88
Some of David Antin’s earliest books are based on what he calls ‘procedural poetry’, to describe
methods of combining materials and formal patterning influenced by John Cage and Marcel
Duchamp.89 At the time, poetry performances were becoming popular, and viewed by poets as
necessary both for the poem and the poet (on the East and West coasts, eg. Allan Ginsberg, Paul
Blackburn and Jerome Rothenberg). Tape recordings were being used to document the voice,
audience and contextual sounds of the performance. More interestingly, the machines were also
used as a technique for collagist and procedural works. George Hartley points out that poetry no
longer has to limit itself to sounds produced by human vocal cords: the tape recorder has
‘provided a way out of this limitation of the human body.’90 Hank Lazer cites ‘Scenario for
Beginning Meditation’ as, ‘one of Antin’s most important poems’ and a ‘storehouse for many of
Antin’s concerns’, but fails to mention the experimental procedural nature of the work.91 In fact
the poem uses the classic process of decay.92
John Tranter took an early interest in computers and poetry. In 1990 he said, ‘At the moment
I’m interested in a text-generation computer program called ‘Breakdown’, which reconstructs a
piece of text from any sample you might care to feed into it, using letter-group frequency
arrays.’93 (See also the poets Charles Hartman, Jackson MacLow and those in Hugh Kenner’s
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anthology Virtual Muse.94) Since then the random poetry generators have diversified, from
haiku to surrealist generators.95

Box 16a

A debate (edited) on Poetryetc poetry list

‘The problem with structuring a poem after a highly reductive mathematical construct such as a
Fibonacci series is that the formal aspects of the mathematical construct add nothing to the
heuristic or hermeneutic power of the poem’ Carlo Parcelli96
‘Well I'm not sure. There are all kind of techniques/structures used to generate art that are
invisible from Milton Babitt's serialism to Cagean operations. In one way I used the sequence as
a formal device i.e. a means of writing what I otherwise would not have written. The use of
procedural form this century has taken many paths. And some seek to tie their form in with
something of meaning or order.’ John Bennett
Agree with much of what you say re Cage - and by coincidence was thinking just yesterday of
earlier experiments of mine using keys and logic (though I used syllogisms and graphs) for
generating poems97. . . . This in turn is relevant to your comments on Babbitt and Cage.
Although I intended my remarks to only include mathematical constructs, it is helpful to
remember that Cages definition of chance was no more ontological than say Jacques Monod's
in Chance and Necessity. Cage’s use of technique/ structures" is fascinating but, unlike Marjorie
Perloff, I think it is essential to measure Cage's success in terms of the music itself or the music
of the text.’98 Carlo Parcelli
‘I enjoy science, hate scientism, logical positivism etc. The problem is the results of the scientific
method(s) is/are incommensurable with other reasonable ways of understanding the world, in
terms of intention and agency, human aspects of the world that are vital to us and poetry. To
concur re: Hesse, she wrote, 'propositional logic relies upon enumeration of premised, univocal
symbolisation, and exclusively deductive connections . . . and these cannot be . . . a good
simulation of human thought. The beginnings of science are fascinating and link to natural
theology. ‘Hesse wrote, 'propositional logic relies upon enumeration of premised, univocal
symbolisation, and exclusively deductive connections . . . and these cannot be . . . a good
simulation of human thought.' Mary Hesse's Models and Analogies in Science.’ John Bennett
Great quote from Hesse. It speaks directly to my point. I in turn agree with much of your
response including the pervasiveness of metaphor. All the more reason to understand the
nature of metaphor and its impact on scientific thought.’ Carlo Parcelli
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The avant-garde processes emphasising artifice and indeterminacy in digital media have led to
‘Code Poetry’,99 which ranges across two poles:
•

Code as productive; the code working as code to produce a work with textual elements
delineated, e.g. kinetic and concrete poetry (Hazel Smith); and

•

Code as program/process; the code itself is the subject, material and agent. You may not
even find intelligible words or even letters on the screen. It is visual, formal and concrete
(John Cayley, Ted Warnell and Mez with her unique ‘mezangelle’ technique.100

Both poles share an interested in deconstruction, transformation and expansion, but not in
poetry as a speech act, exploring more the resources of language itself than the boundaries, the
focus of the avant-garde.101 This division would seem simplistic to some theorists. Alan Dorin
and Jon McCormack of Monash University argue that, ‘[T]he perspective of the artist for whom
the process of algorithmic specification in software (or implementation in hardware) is
inextricable from the artefact. For such work, the process or algorithm is as much the "art" as is
any physical or virtual artefact produced.’102
They use a biological metaphor: ‘We use the terms genotype and phenotype as analogous
representations of a productive methodology. Generative art practice focuses on the production
and composition of the genotype. When run, interpreted or performed, the genotype produces
the phenotype - the work to be experienced. The phenotype is the realization of the process
represented or encoded by the genotype.’ What is interesting about their take is the processural
understanding: ‘Intrinsic to any genotype creation is the utilization of information-theoretic
heuristics; that is, intuition or informal methods are used to determine the form, representation,
and information content of the genome. The genotype exploits database or information
amplification through the environment in order to reach the phenotypic stage. Just as organic
genes encode the "plans" for constructing organisms (often several orders of magnitude more
complex than the genes), likewise generative art "encodes" process. This kind of work is
therefore implicitly concerned with dynamics, fluidity and change - issues directly related to the
study of life and the morphogenesis of form.’103
This thesis argued in Part 1 that language is nothing at all like a machine, and that only after the
print revolution did language come to be objectified and distanced, yet a few theorists maintain
that language is a ‘prosthesis’.104 Julian Warner argues that though there are extensive lexical
and structural differences, ‘computer programming can be regarded as a form of writing,
apparently never intended as a communicative substitute for speech.’105 However, given my
description of language and writing in Part 1, I doubt equivalence. Florian Cramer notes that
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code poetry models ‘its language after programming and protocol code without strictly
reproducing its logic.’106
John Cayley is a highly praised digital poet.107 His recent work uses the technique of
‘transliteral morphing’ - which he explains as follows: ‘If texts are laid out in a regular grid, as a
table of letters, one table for the source and one table for the target, to morph transliterally from
one text (one table of letters) to another, is to work out, letter-by-letter, how the source letters
will become the target ones. Assume your alphabet (including “space” and apostrophe, 28
letters in all) is arranged in a special loop where letters considered to be similar in sound are
clustered together. The aim is to work out the shortest distance round the loop (clockwise or
anti-clockwise) from each source to each target.’108 He warns, ‘Reading codework as code-inlanguage and language-in-code also risks stunning the resultant literary object, leaving it
reduced to simple text-to-be-read, whereas there are real questions of how such work is to be
grasped as an object: is it text, process, performance, instrument?’109
Cayley used the technique of ‘transliteral morphing’ on ‘windsound’ (2001), comprised of his
own poems, and his translation of a Sung Period lyric, ‘Cadence: Like a Dream’ by Qin Guan
(1049-1100). It plays through a sequence - the readable text (where not composed) is
algorithmically generated. ‘riverIsland’ is a more recent navigable text / movie, using
procedures of textual transformation associated with translation, which are proposed as
transliteral.110
The code (not gestural strokes of a brush in ink) is the material process for Cayley but what
ontology does it have within the life of a poem? These techniques would work better with
Alcools or other modernist works. Apollinaire suggested poetry could use the new media to
uncover new possibilities of the poetic and wanted to undermine the boundaries between art and
the technical, commercial world of commodification.111 Carrie Noland notes that his manifesto
was not accepted because it opposed the notion that the lyric’s subjective ‘I’ was polluted by
exterior (social, economic, technical) elements. And poetry is still strongly defined in terms of
resistance to the exterior world of commodities, technology, and capitalism.112
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Box 16b

John Cayley’s ‘riverIsland’

John Cayley’s ‘riverIsland’ is composed from transliteral morphs with interliteral graphic morphs based
on a sequence of sixteen poems arranged in the 'horizontal' loop. The poems are Cayley's poetic
adaptations from the 'Wang River Sequence' Wang Wei (701-761).113 When he demonstrated the piece I
was intrigued, it is clever coding (using obsolete technologies). There are two embedded blocks of image,
quick time movies, you can manipulate simply with the mouse that alter the sound of the version you are
hearing, with the other ones closing in, echoing, drifting away. You can move through two loops,
vertically or horizontally, using different poems by Wang Wei, or different translations of that poem. The
texts change, letters move across, slip into place, white letters on black background.114
Cayley very knowledgeable about Chinese poetry, so I was disappointed that the original poems were not
augmented, but rather lost.
‘I sit alone in the dark bamboos
Play my lute and sing and sing
Deep in the wood where no one knows I am
But the bright moon comes and shines on me there.’
‘Bamboo Grove House’, Wang Wei 115
Wei’s poetry is typical of Tang Dynasty, being influenced by the Taoist sensibility of wu-wei,116 yet
Cayley (a sinologist and translator), uses techniques that belie that Taoist principle (which underpins his
material).117 The poet was a Buddhist who reflected on encountering nature, dwelling naturally in the
environment, ignoring artificial and intellectual categories, no longer seeking justification nor
explanation. Poiesis was without interference of the poet's ego, or anything else.118 Wei was a musician,
painter and poet, and in his art depicted delicate landscapes, his few surviving paintings of water and mist
are drawn in black ink.119 He sought clarity:
‘The sky has cleared and there is a vast plain
And so far as the eye can see no dust in the air.’120
In an interview, Cayley admits: ‘this [digital poetry] necessarily led me away from Chinese poetics . . . (I
lean heavily and happily on Derrida . . .) . . . While it is true that whatever aesthetic my work may
represent is strongly influenced by the Chinese culture-inflected tendencies you identify - including 'quiet
attentiveness to issues of time and a passive reception to experience' - I nonetheless consider it to emerge
as strongly from what I think of as an engaged formalism, a formalism which addresses other, less usual
matters of language - both potential form and form deriving, in my case, from Chinese poetics, from my
understanding of the materiality of the Chinese language.121 Cayley’s self-confessed formalism
overpowers any Chinese sensibility (i.e. form comes first, before the words). ‘Serious formalism in
literature was never just a matter of rhetorical flourish; it was inevitably, ineluctably, concerned with the
materiality of language, and therefore with the affect and significance of language as such.’122 His work
is closer to an experiment in subliminal priming where the word ‘river’ was flashed before a subject.123
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‘As for the calligrams, they are an idealisation of vers-libre poetry and of
typographical precision at a time when typography is brilliantly ending its career, at
the dawn of new methods of reproduction, the cinema and the gramophone.’
Apollinaire124

Apollinaire’s, L'Esprit Nouveau et les Poètes, (‘The New Spirit and the Poets’, 1918) perceived
a modernist impulse to experience the modern world, for which Baudelaire had laid the
groundwork: ‘It is with Baudelaire that something was born which simply vegetated while the
naturalists, the Parnassians, and the symbolists were going along without seeing a thing; and the
naturists, having turned away, did not have the boldness to examine the sublimity and
monstrousness of something new.’125 In 1918 Apollinaire forecast, in a way parallel with how
photography affected painting, that, ‘The movies will get more sophisticated, and one can
foresee the day when the phonograph and the cinema will be the only recording techniques in
use, and poets may revel in a liberty hitherto unknown.’126
Blaise Cendrars (real name Fredéric Sauser) is rarely acknowledged as the first Modernist poet,
but he anticipated (and influenced) many of Apollinaire's experiments (for example, found
poems from newspapers, at the same time Braque and Picasso were using newspapers in
collage). He also suggested that rhythmic structures could have thematic functions.127 Francesco
Cangiullo’s ‘Fumatori II’ (Smoking 2d class’, 1914) is example of visual analogy, unlike
Apollinaire’s mimetic calligrams (calligrammes). Text in diverse fonts, forms, mathematical
equations do not cohere into an image. Willard Bohn explains that by taking apart the poem, the
reader/viewer understands the poem, a description of a night spent traveling in a train between
Rome and Naples: Unfolding scene by scene instead of all at once, it resembles a play more
than a painting.128 John Cayley’s spatial and temporal modes – sparring with the tradition of ut
pictura poesis.
What poetry reconfigures (as argued in Part 1) is more than morphing, indeterminancy, etc., it is
the world as opening up to meaning. The Oulipians emphasised formal constraint (and
recognised that the sonnet is a very formal structure) in opposition, Peter Consenstein maintains,
to the automatic writing of the surrealists.129 Cayley seems to take bytes from both positions.
With change we lose, we gain and we adapt. Jonathan Monroe asserts that this project is aligned
with writing that is intimately bound up with the history of what he - elsewhere has called - the
‘heteroglossic, hybrid, antigeneric’ impulses of the prose poem. He hopes that poetry will
recover a vitality it has not had for some time.130 I suggest that an encyclopaedic sense of a
hypertext poetic adventure may help.
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‘In hypertext, multivocalism is popular, graphic elements, both drawn and scanned,
have been incorporated into the narratives ... and there has also been a very effective
use of formal documents not typically used in fictions - statistical charts, song lyrics,
newspaper articles, film scripts, doodles and photographs, baseball cards and box
scores, dictionary entries, rock music album covers, astrological forecasts, board
games and medical and police reports.’
Robert Coover131

Loss Pequeño Glazier proposes a manifesto of ‘innovative practice in digital literature’.
1. Innovative work avoids the personalised eco-centred position of the romantic, realist or
modernist ‘I’;
2. The materiality, of the text and code;
3. Writing as not an individual achievement but part of ‘a larger social-spatial textual fabric
(the network). It points to a sometimes jazz-like cacophony . . .’ 132
All of which derive from arguments made by LIP theorists.
Jerome Rothenberg sought (1977) a new paradigm for poetry, one informed by performance:
1. Performance and culture, even language, precede the emergence of the species;
2. Breakdown of boundaries and genres, between art and life (he cites Cage and Kaprow);
3. A move from masterpiece to transience;
4. The value of art lies not in its formal character, but in what it does;
5. Emphasis on action or process;
6. Audience as participatory; and
7. Use of real time, sense of the work as a process that’s really happening.133
Cayley’s work meets the criteria on Glazier’s list and most of Rothenberg’s. What it misses out
on is the power, and subtlety, of the speech act, what it adds is Benjamin’s notion of
Erfahrung.134
Poetry can revel in speed and variety but there is also a need for reflection. One problem with
speed and variety is attention.135 This is the upside of current poetry on the net, the excitement
and experimentation. Hazel Smith, in a discussion of her collaborative work ‘Wordstuffs: the
City and the Body’, remarks, ‘The piece took on its own momentum ... One of the excitements
of the new media is the difficulty for either creator or audience of having a complete grasp on
the totality of the work. It’s too complex! As a creator I find this wonderful, all our hypermedia
works still holds a lot of surprises for me.’136 (See Appendix 30)
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One problem is that such poetry has a small audience and electronic poetry’s audience is even
smaller, with the additional problem of technical limitations, constantly changing hardware and
software (works on HyperCard are almost inaccessible), and the PC vs Mac conflict.137 Poems
for digital media are increasingly interactive and sophisticated technically, often collaborative
productions (often by html coder, graphic artist and writer), which become expensive
projects.138 One concern is that the techniques drive the poetry and take up a poet’s mental and
139

material resources (including costs).

For example, Eduardo Kac, the pioneer of ‘Holopoetry’,

gives complex instructions to a poet in the genre.140 Another concern is that such techniques
take hypermediacy to extremes.141 Such technologies are ruptured from techne (Chap 7.4) This
rupture is partly about being disempowered /empowered. For example, Paul Virilio writes
‘videos and walkmans are reality and appearance in kit form – we use them not to watch films
or listen to music, but to add vision and soundtracks, to make us directors of our own reality.’142
This notion explains the motivations of much procedural art. At a larger scale of
disempowerment, Manuel Castells believes the present phase of capitalism has become possible
because of developments, particularly in information technology.143
The avant-garde impulse to deny the voice in poetic practice further narrows the territory of
poetry. If the avant-garde no longer has social revolutionary intent (Poggioli 144), or is antiCapitalist (Greenberg145), or lacks hubris (Borgmann146), then as Bürger argues, neo-avant-garde
movements (like Fluxus) are doomed in their project.147 I agree with Keith Tuma that avantgarde traditions now exist alongside all others.148 I reject both Les Murray’s unbridled hostility
to the avant-garde,149 and Jamie Daniel’s optimism that such projects can reach fundamental
processes of political/ economic spheres: ‘Thus, as attractive as the idea of public poetry may be
as an alternative public sphere, it nonetheless remains fixated and fixed at the level of changing
the final product rather than the process of production . . .’150 I am sceptical of Bernstein’s belief
that formally innovative poems are intrinsically political: ‘If I speak of a “politics of poetry,” it
is to address the politics of poetic form, not the efficacy of poetic content. Poetry can interrogate
how language constitutes, rather than simply reflects, social meaning and values.’151 Michael
Davidson claims that poets using procedural techniques ‘are not giving up all responsibility but
they are liberating some (and only some) of language’s power to surprise, enchant, and
educate.’152
Another concern, given a speech-act approach to poems, is to contextualise the poem, through
intentionality. Burnett is also concerned that so many theories of digital media insist that the
procedures, techniques and processes of making the piece is the where meaning resides.153 Poets
using new media should be aware of Jacques Ellul’s warning: ‘All technical progress has three
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kinds of effects: the desired, the foreseen, and the unforeseen.’ This is not technophobic, but
realistic.154 But the future is always full of possibilities.
As argued previously, the danger with technology is the erasure of techne, embodiment and
responsibility. Take two visions, which concentrate on the technical:
‘I look forward to highly integrated visual/verbal systems with cognitive processing,
some degree of “intelligence” in the interactivity of the system, a simulacrum of
awareness and self-reflexion, and an inexhaustible platform for the collective
production of knowledge in a ludic real-time performance. Part of the inspiration for
this is a desire to save the humanities by reinventing a broad-based and popular
relation to the rich history of imaginative creative and scholarly work.’
Johanna Drucker 155

‘. . . hybridized offline/online collaborations or what I am now calling network
performances. These network performances will be greatly enhanced by bigger
bandwidth, more open-mindedness to team-networking, improved technical skills, and
a growing comfort level with what the new media environment can actually produce
for the culture-at-large.’
Mark Amerika156

Richard Lanham makes use of chaos theory to proselytise the non-linear and dynamic qualities
of hypertext with political implications for a new style of ‘play and game’, rather than
‘overweening purposiveness’.157 I suggest that didactic poetry has a place in hypertext. The
promotion and distribution factors (such a burden for poetry publishing), and the proselytising
factor, are motivations for putting poems on the Net – but writing poetry that engages with the
capabilities of the Net, working with/through the medium is a stronger compulsion. The
technology of the Net frees up information networks, just as printing did, particularly in
England after the suspension of the Licensing Act (1695). I am suggesting that we need a
poetics of hypertext affords certain explorations, such as Duggan’s innovative poem, to provide
a more dynamic environment (including aural, visual documentary material, and interactive
techniques) than the printed page for such discursive, information-bearing texts. But such an
environment requires robust texts.
Glazier notes that compared to hypertext fiction and scholarly electronic hypertext, ‘poetry’s
entrance into the field has been tentative and its presence has not been widely accepted.’ And
wonders ‘if e-poetry’s basic sub-fields of practice – hypertext, visual/kinetic text, and works for
networked and programmable media – would be commonly recognised, even by innovative
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poets themselves.’158 Susana Tosca believes, ‘there is an ever-growing feeling that hypertext is
not so interesting anymore, that the digital action is somewhere else, for example in multimedia
for the Web or computer games.’159

‘But the associative principles that links make possible, a kind of dynamic field of
intertextuality generated through and for analysis, have much untapped potential for
critical and creative investigation.’
Johanna Drucker160

I share Drucker’s confidence, but in 2000, Mark Bernstein (founder and Chief Scientist of
Eastgate Systems) noted, ‘Ten years ago, I asked a hypertext conference, "Where are the
hypertexts?" That’s still a good question. I still don’t know the answer. Since 1982, I've been
associated with Eastgate, publishers of hypertexts and builders hypertext systems. We have lots
more hypertexts today than we did in 1982 or 1989. But our virtual shelves are far too bare.
What’s taking so long?’161 Hazel Smith, in the audience for a paper I gave at the 2002 trAce
conference, asked - where are the expansive hypertext poems I was suggesting.162 I replied
limply, ‘I don’t know’. I have created some old hypertextual works, in the form of poems/essais
using a basic html editor Microsoft Frontpage. Concerned that to do justice to my ideas, I would
have to learn new skills, with software and hardware, or make a collaborative effort, I have left
that early experiment form in abeyance.163 On the other hand, if someone asked me, ‘who is
writing contemporary Cantos?’ I would give the same reply. Hypertext would be more useful
for Michael Lesy’s Wisconsin Death Trip, than Charles Reznikoff’s Testimony (Appendix 26).
Hypertext can utilise extra poetic materials – and assist poems to open up their forms.
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Chapter 16

1

Quoted Richard Allen, David Hartley on Human Nature, SUNY, 1999, p267. Hartley offered a simple
mechanical model of cognition (See Chap 1), ‘the understanding and affections are not really distinct
things, but only different names, which we give to the same kind of motions in the nervous system.’ p195.
2
Eliot continued, ‘The latter falls in love, or reads Spinoza, and these two experiences have nothing to do
with each other, or with the noise of the typewriter or the smell of cooking; in the mind of the poet these
experiences are always forming new wholes.’ T.S. Eliot, ‘Sensibility and Thought in Metaphysical
Poetry’ (1921) in The Modern Tradition, Backgrounds of Modern Literature, Richard Ellman & Charles
Feidelson, Eds., OUP, 1965, p195.
3
Vannevar Bush, ‘As We May Think’, The Atlantic Monthly, July 1945, http://www.ps.unisb.de/~duchier/pub/vbush/vbush.shtml. [DL 23.2.2000]
4
‘Instead of thoughts of concrete things patiently following one another in a beaten track of habitual
suggestion, we have the most abrupt cross-cuts and transitions from one idea to another, the most rarefied
abstractions and discriminations, the most unheard-of combinations of elements, the subtlest associations
of analogy; in a word, we seem suddenly introduced into a seething caldron of ideas, where everything is
fizzling and bobbing about in a state of bewildering activity, where partnerships can be joined or loosened
in an instant, treadmill routine is unknown, and the unexpected seems the only law.’ William James,
(1880), Great men, great thoughts, and the environment. In The Atlantic Monthly 46: 276, p441-459.
5
Vannevar Bush, 1945.
6
Bush envisaged, ‘On the top of the memex is a transparent platen. On this are placed longhand notes,
photographs, memoranda, all sort of things. When one is in place, the depression of a lever causes it to be
photographed onto the next blank space in a section of the memex film, dry photography being
employed.’ Vannevar Bush, 1945.
7
Johanna Drucker, ‘Theory as Praxis: The Poetics of Electronic Textuality’, Modernism/Modernity 9.4
2002, p689.
8
George Landow, Hypertext 2.0 John Hopkins UP (1992), 1997, p59.
9
‘The revolution of print, made possible by Gutenberg's movable type... is finally being overturned by a
technology equally powerful and more naturally aligned with human cognition.’ Michelle Kendrick,
‘Interactive Technology and the Remediation of the Subject of Writing’, Configurations 9:2, 2001 p2378.
10
‘Hypertext is, nonlinear, and therefore may seem an alien wrapping of language when compared to the
historical path written communication has traversed; it is explicitly non-sequential, neither hierarchical
nor "rooted" in its organizational structure, and therefore may appear chaotic and entropic. Yet clearly,
human thought processes include nonlinear, non-sequential, and interactive characteristics.’ Kathleen
Burnett, ‘Toward a Theory of Hypertextual Design’, Postmodern Culture: An Electronic Journal of
Interdisciplinary Criticism 3:2, 1993.
11
Jay David Bolter, Writing Space: The Computer. Hypertext and the History of Writing, Lawrence
Erlbaum, 1991, p207. This was prior to Remediation, following McLuhan’s notion of technologies as
building on each other, ‘[W]e call the representation of one medium in another remediation, and we will
argue that remediation is a defining characteristic of the new digital media. What might seem at first to be
an esoteric practice is so widespread that we can identify a spectrum of different ways in which digital
media remediate their predecessors, a spectrum depending on the degree of perceived competition or
rivalry between the new media and the old.’ p45. They argue that this process becomes self-concerned,
‘Each act of mediation depends on other acts of mediation. Media are continually commenting on,
reproducing, and replacing each other, and this process is integral to media. Media need each other in
order to function as media at all.’p55. Though art in general including LIP poetry has too, but that might
be partly because there are no grand narratives left to feed.
12
Regis Debray writes, ‘Without passing through linguistics at all, Norbert Wiener (inventor of
cybernetics) had already as early as 1948 defined man without reference to interiority as a communication
machine, a machine for exchanging information... the idea that all reality must be broken up in the final
analysis into a set of relations between elements came together by an entirely different angle with the
structural postulate, imputing every effect of meaning to a combination of minimal units or pertinent traits
of a determinate code.’ Regis Debray, Media Manifestos: On the Technological Transmission of Cultural
Forms, translated by Eric Rauth, London: Verso, 1996, p12.
13
Anthony Enns, ‘Writing Under Constraint An Interview with Joseph Tabbi’,
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http://www.uiowa.edu/~iareview/tirweb/feature/tabbi/index.html#. Enns says Tabbi, ‘sees hypertext as a
model of cognition itself, or rather an autopoietic system, where the material embodiment of the text
becomes the means by which the distinction between system and environment is made.’ Anthony Enns,
‘A Media Theory of Consciousness: A review of Joseph Tabbi Cognitive Fictions,
http://www.uiowa.edu/~iareview/tirweb/feature/tabbi/index.html# [DL 9.4.2002]
14
‘Aristotelian logic, the reigning mode until the time of Coleridge and Hegel, analyses the forms of
coherence found in completed acts of thought. What Coleridge proposed as a dynamic supplement, in his
idea of method as 'progressive translation', is a logic of the activity of thinking...the miming of the writer's
choices at transition points and of the reader's shifting attention.’ Donald Wesling, The New Poetries,
Associated University Presses, 1985, p113.
15
She is concerned by ‘The idea that hypertext is somehow more 'natural' or more 'intuitive' than linear
text assumes a structural correspondence between networked information in a person's long-term memory
and the presentation of information in hypertext network. This assumption contradicts some important,
long-standing psychological findings about the organization of information in memory and the process by
which new information is acquired.’ Davida Charney, ‘The Effect of Hypertext on Processes of Reading
and Writing,’ in Literacy and Computers: The Complications of Teaching and Learning with Technology,
ed. Cynthia Selfe & Susan Hilligross, Modern Language Association of America, 1994, p242. I think she
is mistaken, hypertext fits our associative mind, our use of scaffolding, and our bricoleur nature. See
Chap 1-4.
16
Scott Lloyd DeWitt, ‘The Current Nature of Hypertext Research in Computers and Composition
Studies: An Historical Perspective,’ Computers and Composition 13, 1996, p69-84.
17
Richard A. Lanham, The Electronic Word: Democracy, Technology, and the Arts, The U of Chicago P,
1993, p55.
18
Ted Nelson, ‘On the Road to Xanadu’, Personal Computing Vol 11:12, Dec 1987, p169.
19
‘The currency of the great bank of nature has left the gold standard. Images in the post-photographic
era can no longer be guaranteed as visual truth - or even as signifiers with stable meaning and value.’
William J. Mitchell, The Reconfigured Eye: Visual Truth in the Post-Photographic Era, Cambridge,
Mass.: MIT Press, 1992, p57.
20
Indeed according to Andrew Darley, Jean Baudrillard's notion of the postmodern present as the age of
simulacra, ‘an age in which the hyperreal - the generation of models of a real without origin or reality—
replaces the real.’ (Jean Baudrillard, Simulations, New York: Semiotext(e), 1983, p2-4) derived from the
rise of digital imaging and computer graphics. Andrew Darley, Visual Digital Culture: Surface Play and
Spectacle in New Media Genres, New York: Routledge, 2000, p59-64.
21
W.J. Mitchell, 1992, p85.
22
Clifford Siskin, The Work of Writing: Literature and Social Change, 1700–1830. Baltimore: Johns
Hopkins UP, 1998, p6.
23
Ong continues, ‘Oral speech is fully natural to human beings in the sense that every human being in
every culture who is not physiologically or psychologically impaired learns to talk. Moreover, while talk
implements conscious life, its use wells up naturally into consciousness out of unconscious or
subconscious depths... Writing or script differs from speech in that it is not inevitably learned by all
psychologically or physiologically unimpaired persons.’ Walter J. Ong, Orality and Literacy: ibid. p31.
As Ong notes, 'The fact that we do not commonly feel the influence of writing on our thoughts shows that
we have interiorised the technology of writing so deeply that without tremendous effort we cannot
separate it from ourselves or even recognise its presence and influence.' p24.
24
Charles Bernstein with Bruce Andrews, The L=A=N=G=U=A=G=E Book, Illinois Univ. Press, 1984
p. 43. It is true that writing is more formal, has been more controlled and possible to be controlled than
speech. That it formalises speech and has a special status due to its permanence from newspapers to
signatures to legal documents but they derive from speech from that rapid, spontaneous, repetitive,
surprising, boring, full of holes semantic and soundwaves thing speech. But ...
25
John Koethe, Poetry at One Remove: Essays, Uni of Michigan Press, 2000, p45. Koethe comments that
for Language poets, ‘The most important aim in poetry is to make this manifest, both by deploying words
in ways that focus attention on them and dispel the aura of transparency with which poems usually invest
them and by disrupting the conventions that shape our ordinary expectations in reading poems.’
26
Adrian Pilkington examines formalist literary reading conventions, and characterises them as follows
(based on Culler's account in Structuralist Poetics, 1975):
1. The rule of significance/primary convention: read the poem as expressing a significant attitude to
some problem concerning man and/or his relation to the universe.
2. The rule of metaphorical coherence: attempt through semantic transformations to produce
coherence on the levels of both tenor and vehicle.
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3.
4.
5.

Inscribe the poem in a poetic tradition.
The convention of thematic unity: read the poem as coherent.
The convention of binary opposites: look for terms 'which can be placed on a semantic or
thematic axis and opposed to one another'.
6. The fiction convention: read the poem as fiction.
These suggestions are vague, ad hoc, do not apply exclusively to literary discourse (e.g. 2 and 4), apply
more or less strongly, if at all (e.g. 3, or are, without elaboration, completely vacuous (e.g. 4). They
clearly can form no part of a serious pragmatic account of literary communication. Adrian Pilkington,
‘Against Literary Reading Conventions’, in Roger Sell & Peter Verdonk Eds., Literature and the New
interdisciplinarity: Poetics, Linguistics, History, Rodopi, 1994.
Andrew Duncan, in relation to Maggie O’Sullivan’s poetry (see above) comments, ‘It is not impossible
that the rushing simple structures of O'Sullivan's work . . .are a rejection of the discourse of government
and corporations (and academics, I suppose) in favour of some kind of anarchism. Evidently syntax is
part of ordering relations between individuals in a functioning group - the exchange of information is
related to decisions being made. This gesture can also be seen as the abandonment of politics in favour of
innerness.’ Angel Exhaust 9/10, http://angel-exhaust.offworld.org/html/issue-9-10/Contents.html. [DL
17.8.1999]
27
G. Leech & M. Short, Style in Fiction. London, Longman, 1981, p49.
28
Language is a complex, specialized skill, which develops in the child spontaneously without conscious
effort or formal instruction, is deployed without awareness of its underlying logic, is qualitatively the
same in every individual, and is distinct from more general abilities to process information or behave
intelligently.’ Steven Pinker, http://www.edge.org/3rd_culture/bios/pinker.html. [DL 5.11.2000]
29
Jay David Bolter, Writing Space: the computer, hypertext and the history of writing, Lawrence
Erlbaum, 1991, p147. Bolter writes, ‘In an electronic library writers turn easily form writing their own
text to reading other texts. The distinction between their own and other texts begins to blur . . .In a fullfledged hypertext the distinction can disappear altogether.’ p216. Though Glazier comments, ‘the
insistence that the author and treader are blurred . . .is one of the greatest myths about hypertext. The fact
is, you can no more change most of the files you encounter...’ 2002, p87.
30
Jay David Bolter, 1991, p3.
31
John Miles Foley, ‘Individual Poet and Epic Tradition: Homer as Legendary Singer’, Arethusa 31.2,
1998, p151. When formalised the individual voice is lost but there is also a resistance from feminists
writers, as Annie Leclerc asks, ‘All I want is my voice. You let me speak, yes, but I don't want your
voice. I want my own voice, I don't trust yours any more.’ Annie Leclerc, ‘Woman's Word’ in The
Feminist Critique of Language, Ed. Deborah Cameron, London: Routledge, 1990, p75.
32
Janet H. Murray, Hamlet on the Holodeck: The Future of Narrative in Cyberspace, MIT Press, 1998,
p152. Murray notes, ‘there is a distinction between playing a creative role within an authored
environment and having authorship of the environment itself.... interactors can only act within the
possibilities that have been established by the writing and program.’ p152.
33
Roland Barthes warned, ‘To give a text an Author is to impose a limit on that text, to furnish it with a
final signified, to close the writing. Such a conception suits criticism very well... when the Author has
been found, the text is ‘explained’ -victory to the critic. Roland Barthes, ‘The Death of the Author’ (1968)
in Image / Music / Text, trans. Stephen Heath, Hill and Wang, 1977, p147. The reader is given a new
powerful role, as in the infamous slogan, ‘The birth of the reader must be at the cost of the death of the
Author’, celebrates writing not the Author. Barthes, 1977, p148. Mallarmé is influential here in objecting
to seeking explanation of a work in the author. He too emphasised the reader.
34
Michel Foucault talked of the ‘author function’ – not the writer but the discourses, beliefs and
assumptions governing the production, circulation, classification and consumption of texts. Michel
Foucault, ‘What is an Author’ (1969) Foucault Reader: Paul Rabinow, Ed., Pantheon Books, 1984, p10120. Sherry Turkle who takes a process-oriented view that writers are simultaneously readers and organise
texts for readers, either ‘hard’ or ‘soft’ modes of thought. The former is logical ‘Western’ and ‘is ruledriven and relies on top-down planning.’ From a ‘master plan’, information is organised into hierarchical
levels of generalization and importance. The soft mode is intuitive and ordered from the bottom up and
she characterises this as ‘bricolage’. Sherry Turkle, Life on the Screen: Identity in the Age of the Internet,
Simon and Schuster, 1995, p51. George Landow also utilises the concept to claim that the reader-author
of hypertext is foremost a bricoleur. George Landow, Hypertext: The Convergence of Contemporary
Critical Theory and Technology, Baltimore, Maryland: Johns Hopkins UP, 1992, p115. As argued in
Chap 2, bricolage is cumulative and pervasive but it is language itself which fits Turkle’s ‘soft mode or
‘style’.
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35

‘Deconstruction is a strategy for revealing the underlayers of meanings 'in' a text that were suppressed
or assumed in order for it to take its actual form ... Texts are never simply unitary but include resources
that run counter to their assertions and/or their authors' intentions.’ Appignanesi and Garratt, Introducing
Postmodernism, Icon Books, 1999, p.80.
36
Ian Stewart and Jack Cohen, Figments of Reality, Cambridge UP, 1997, p224.
37
They argue that ‘Linking marks a critical difference between authoring a unilinear text and building a
hypertext with multiple reading orders. Linking cannot be ignored. Links give hypertexts their flex,
enabling readers to follow their preferred paths.’ Mindy McAdams &Stephanie Berger, ‘Hypertext’, The
Journal of Electronic Publishing, March, 2000, Vol 6:3 http://www.press.umich.edu/jep/0603/McAdams/pages/. [Dl 5.10.200]
38
Joyce writes, ‘A constructive hypertext should be a tool for inventing, discovering, viewing and testing
multiple, alternative organizational structures of thought with more traditional ones and transforming one
into the other.’ ‘Constructive hypertexts develop a body of information and map it ‘according to their
needs, their interests, and the transformations they discover as they invent, gather, and act upon that
information. More than with exploratory hypertexts, constructive hypertexts require a capability to act to
create, change, and recover particular encounters within the developing body of knowledge.’ Michael
Joyce Of Two Minds p41-3. It should be remembered that ‘writerly’ is a misleading translation since it is
also reader centred. Roland Barthes, S/Z, (1973) Trans. Richard Miller, Oxford: Blackwell Publishers,
1990, p3-6). See also Mark Bernstein, ‘Deeply Intertwingled Hypertext: The Navigation Problem
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Conclusion
‘Great poets can speak to us because they use the modes of thought we all possess.’
Lakoff & Turner1

In oral cultures poems were cultivated as tools and techniques of memory; bards were
valued as archivists, priests, propagandists, and entertainers. David Abram points out that
in such cultures, ‘the elite of society were all reciters and performers.’2 Poems connected
people to their past, and their cultural and natural environments. In pre-literate times there
was no need for a DoP. According to Thomas Love Peacock, this was a period when,
‘§42 It [Poetry] has no rivals in history, nor in philosophy, nor in science.’3 Is Peacock’s
attack on poetry in literate/scientific cultures (which Gustave Flaubert revived in Bouvard
and Pécuchet) justified? Does poetry remain a relevant art form?
The Romantic writers J.G. von Herder and Wilhelm von Humboldt understood that
language is substantive. Language articulates beyond either designative, or expressive
theories - a distinction that parallels my distinction between the power of language as
iconic and its vast symbolic reach. We can begin to understand poetic utterance in terms
of general cognition, as revealing the fact that we are natural ‘geniuses’, using A.W.
Schlegel’s definition of that: ‘most intimate union of unconscious and self-conscious
activity . . . of instinct and purpose, of freedom and necessity.’4 A DoP should be aware
that both these levels of cognition exist.5 Language is a powerful technique, inherently
poetic, and, through ‘cognitive fluidity’ of mind/body, interacts with language,
performative speech-acts, aesthetic sensibilities, extelligence and scaffolding, for the
cognition and affect that poems provide – as tools for ‘cognitive opportunity’. Cognitive
opportunity in poetry is, as Hugh MacDiarmid guessed, about extending consciousness,
not a matter of increasing intelligence.
‘Extended consciousness has to do with making the organism aware of the largest
possible compass of knowledge, while intelligence pertains to the ability to
manipulate knowledge so successfully that novel responses can be planned and
delivered.’
Antonio Damasio6

Lakoff & Turner state, ‘Poetry, through metaphor, exercises our minds so that we can
extend our normal powers of comprehension beyond the range of the metaphors we are
brought up to see the world through.7 Poems are more than boxes of metaphor; poems are
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processes, which energise people, performances, and memories - over time.8 A DoP can
explore these ecologies, rather than seeking historicist germs of proto-ecology, projects
that repeatedly probe Romanticism.9 As argued earlier (contra Jonathan Bate),
Wordsworth is no eco-poet.10
Formalist emphasis on the arbitrary nature of language only became possible by
objectifying language, and downplaying its affective, embodied and social dimensions.
Such reductive approaches diminish poetry, as does the reification of reason.11 Antonio
Damasio provides evidence that emotion is fundamental to reason, and George Lakoff &
Mark Turner demonstrate that our pervasive use of metaphor, ‘is indispensable not only
to our imagination but also to our reason.’12 Additionally, they show that metaphor, ‘is
central to our understanding of ourselves’.13
The anti-Cartesian position of this thesis views a person's relations with their
environment(s) as, in Tim Ingold’s words, ‘emergent from particular, neurologicallygrounded structures of awareness and response, and skilled practice. Neurological
structures and artefactual forms emerge together as complementary moments of a single
process - that is, the process of people's life in the world. It is within this process that
knowledge is constituted.’14 Organisms are not discrete and determined, but particular
loci of processes of growth and development, within a continuous field of relationships
among environments. This complements the holistic views of mind as emerging from the
total complex of mind/ body /environment.15 Humans are energetic explorers, consumers
and producers dwelling in the world. Ingold uses the term ‘poetics of dwelling’ to
demonstrate that building is, ‘an activity carried on by real people in a real-world
environment, rather than by a disembodied intellect moving in a subjective space in
which are represented the problems it seeks to solve.’16 The complexity and subtlety of
language (a necessary condition for a normally functioning homo sapiens) flows through
our cognitive structures, etched in bodily attitude. Poetry offers a fluid and open-ended
technique to explore the interactive, dynamic, and embodied process of living. Poetry
may have lost its function as memory technique, but retains a unique ability to make us
think and feel differently, especially since poetic functions lie at the heart of language.
Writing poems is a practice of embodied techne, using language, a technique that is
inherently poetic; the end point of the process, the poem, is ‘scaffolding’, an opportunity
for both creator and listener/reader, to think and feel. Poets are engaged as animate beings
in the world, and too often have been cleaved from their bodies, whether by Muses,
Cartesians, or postmodern textualism (‘the death of the author’). Poems are tools (a
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complex concept as we have seen) for maximising cognitive opportunities, which enrich
human lives and culture. A poem is a dynamic environment for poetry, evinced from
post-structuralist studies, and more widely from reader-response theory, schema theory,
and more fundamentally, through cognitive science. Poems tend to be finely wrought, but
at various levels retain a sense of zuhanden, of embodied skilled practice giving meaning
and satisfaction - or what Mihaly Csikszentmihaly calls, being ‘in the flow’, engaging in
‘the activity itself, the pattern, the action, the world it provides.’17
This thesis approaches Karl Kroeber’s view that poetry, ‘from a perspective that assumes
the imaginative acts of cultural beings proffer valuable insights into how and why cultural
and natural phenomena have interrelated and could more advantageously interrelate.’18
Kroeber uses Edelman’s neuro-physiological modelling to argue for an ecological
criticism that, ‘would re-establish on every level the significance of diversity’,19 and also
to understand the mind (‘one goal of romantic thinking’). However, Kroeber does not
examine implications for contemporary poetics, and only mentions criticisms of
Edelman’s position very briefly.20 More crucially, in terms of his argument, Kroeber fails
to connect the work of ‘hard’ cognitive science (Edelman), with the ‘soft’ approaches of
Lakoff, Johnson and Turner. The latter view literature as a diversity of cognitive
strategies that make use of fundamental cognitive processes, metaphor, narrative,
imagery, and so on.21 Kroeber ends his book by attacking post-structuralist and new
historicist literary criticism, but without illuminating a contemporary poetics informed by
the latest cognitive science.22
This dissertation is a poetics written by a practicing poet, with an interest in ecological
understanding AND the history of technology, but concerned by our increasing separation
from natural environments and processes, and convinced that a poetics can work to
inform us on issues and lead to greater understanding and empathy. The world changes;
and N. Katherine Hayles situates us firmly, ‘in an increasingly virtual postmodern world.’
From this perspective, ‘ecology’ expands past cognitive science, and the
phenomenological anthropology of Ingold, to include the technological and information
orientated culture, and, ‘the profound interconnections that bind us all together, human
actors and non-human life forms, intelligent machines, and intelligent people.’23 The
future is more uncertain, and the present more dynamic than we realise.
Poem. ‘Millennium’
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Signs have considerable power, and since scaffolding is so fundamental to human
cognition, material culture is powerful too. Daniel Miller shows the power of objects in
developing human unconsciousness and role of objects in symbolising life ‘beyond
concepts’ with layers of meaning, and emotional and symbolic effect.24 Language also
has such powers, along with the media language uses. Cognitive opportunities arise from
new communication technologies: writing25, phonetic alphabets;26 the printing press27 and
computer technologies. Poets have always been quick to investigate these technologies,
but there are costs. Responsibility is relinquished, skilled practice lapses, and identity can
be diminished by the power of computers.28 Alan Liu asks, ‘Why is it important for
general society that the humanities engage with information technology?’ He answers that
it is to do with, ‘what the ancient philosophers called the ‘good life’ not just in the
material but in ethical senses of the word ‘good’.’29 Technology is part of how we eat and
breathe, think and imagine, so must be used thoughtfully.30 Poetry offers us cognitive
opportunities, which the entertainment industry fails to provide. Siegfried Kracauer,
Walter Benjamin, and more recent cyber prophets, have been too optimistic about this
industry.31 Bob Metcalfe forecasts the evolution of the Net into an entertainment
medium,32 yet the technology offers the possibility of encyclopaedic projects - similar to
Aby Warburg’s Mnemosyne,33 and Benjamin’s unfinished Passagen-Werk (Arcades); his
‘Copernican revolution’. 34 The Internet began with optimism that it was a democratising
tool, but can the Net really ‘expand democracy’?35 The key question is not - can the
Internet be a vehicle for poetry? But rather, will hypertext/digital poetries continue to
emphasise procedural form, or will an informational poetics emerge?36 (I think the term
didactic is too confusing, being generally laden with a sense of moralising).
Dana Gioia argues, ‘It is time to experiment, time to leave the well-ordered but stuffy
classroom, time to restore a vitality to poetry and unleash the energy now trapped in the
sub-culture. There is nothing to lose. Society has already told us that poetry is dead.’37
The rift between practicing poets and audiences is paralleled in other art forms (‘classical
music’ is in trouble38). But Gioia has over-reacted; interesting poems are still being made
and heard/read. Poetry has been a minority art since people left small tribal groups
(mytho-topographic songs were an integral part of the everyday in traditional Aboriginal
cultures).
Humans have no need for further memory capacity, but rather, efficient ways of
retrieving information. At the same time, we are in danger of losing experiential,
embodied, rich and context-dependent information, which is of greatest importance, and
significance. If human cognition is seen as distributed39, internally and outside the
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mind/body, through scaffolding and techne, then it is plausible that poems are tools, or
environments for embodied, inventive thinking, and feeling, utilising music, rhythm,
techne etc. Poetry belongs to normal language use, which is usually concentrated and
creatively used in poems (which come naturally, for example, teen-angst love poems and
song lyrics), but which can be developed as a skilled practice. Too often, literary
discourse is disengaged from actual environments. 40 Poets can easily use abstracted
symbolic resources of language, but the symbolic reach of language should be balanced
by the iconic and embodied - at different ontological levels; from gesture to nature’s
flâneur, and informed work – teaching, or bush regeneration, to give two examples.41
Poetry is important because we need an energised appreciation of the world – but it
cannot save the world.42 Hans Magnus Enzensberger believes that poetry revitalises
culture, and warns, ‘a defensive stance is probably the worst choice. What has to be made
quite clear is that you are not fending only for yourselves or asking for privileges on your
own behalf. On the contrary, a country which is culturally sterile will in the long run have
very small chances to succeed in a globalised world.’43
Many poets and theorists use defensive strategies to defend poetry. Gioia suggests
narrative poetry is the answer to poetry’s unpopularity, a conservative position (despite
the earlier quote); Scott Slovic agrees (Appendix 24) – but this is only a small part of the
answer. Any art form needs ongoing revitalisation. There is a constant need to keep
poetry open to diversity, against the hegemony of prose and simplistic, languageimpoverished, instrumental thought patterns.44 I am mindful of two 18thC poets: John
Aikin, who regarded the poetry of his time (1777) as ‘worn down, enfeebled, and
fettered’;45 and Joseph Trapp, who suggested, a generation earlier, that the georgic could
be renewed to depict English natural environments, and that science could liberate poems
from repetitive classical genres.46 However, new forms are needed for new situations and
understanding. Ecopoetry and hypertext poetries offer poets new opportunities to write,
think, observe, and experience our situation in the world. Poetry is too useful an epistemic
and experiential tool to leave entirely to avant-garde experiment, or retro traditionalism.
Ingold put it to me that if language is poetic, and ‘if everyone is a poet, in their everyday
speech, there is no need for 'poets'.’47 We can have a world without poetry, but human
thought, affect, and understanding would be impoverished. Ingold suggests that that poets
exist only because of the impoverished speech of literate cultures.
‘It is no wonder that in modern society, where the practices of speech have come to be
modeled on writing and where speakers are taught to observe a rationalised system of
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rules and conventions (i.e. to apply language), it has fallen to a specialised branch of
verbal craft, namely poetry, to attempt to make up for the resulting expressive and
aesthetic impoverishment by producing forms which – while approaching the rhythmic
and tonal patterns of music – are lexically and syntactically aberrant.’
Tim Ingold48

Ingold’s impaired view of poetry is typical of philosophers, scientists, and even
phenomenological anthropologists. Epicurus and Plato are two very different thinkers, but
by focusing on eudaimonia, both failed to realise the deep play, and rich pleasure of art.49
Friedrich Schiller’s concept of play-drive’ (spieltrieb) is a key to a deeper and broader
aesthetics, one which integrates the fragmentation and mechanisation of ‘modern’ life.50
The practice of reading and writing poetry informs and nourishes our relations with our
environments. Poets tend to the ‘aberrant’, after all, for every artist, each new artwork is
(ideally) created afresh. One very rarely mistakes conventional speech for poetry, which
involves techne, and discursive art practices.
This thesis celebrates poetic texts, whether labeled poetry or not; texts which are not
technical, or self-absorbed, or responses to intellectual fashion, but relate to techne tou
biou - the art of living.51 Poetic forms should not necessarily aim at popularity, or
revitalising traditional poetic forms. Good writing should be alert to, and energised by,
the poetic possibilities inherent in language, when this language-animal encounters the
dynamic world. Much of this writing can be recognised as poems, but some may not be. I
agree with Marjorie Perloff’s prediction that we will find poetry, ‘not in the
conventionally isolated lyric poem, so dear to Romantics and Symbolists, but in texts not
immediately recognisable as poetry.’52 The 21st C poet can forget the Muse or White
Goddess, while remaining aware of the archaic power of language and poetry.53 Poets, as
language-beings, should explore, without feeling harried by theory, or current fashion.
Poets are friends not prophets, energised by the world, not language per se. Occasionally,
like Wallace Stevens's ragged old tramp, the poet will sit at the head of the table and gain
an audience.54
It is now widely accepted that Erasmus Darwin is the progenitor of the theory of
evolution (though Lucretius’ De rerum natura, is a precursor, and probably remains the
only didactic poem that is still read as both good poetry and science).55 The dual Horatian
role for poetry could be revived, and the territory of poetry expanded, making inroads
into novels, and academic discourse. Martin Krieger optimistically claims, ‘By making
our didactic works in poetry we are able to take much of what is called scientific and
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academic work away from the academics and scientists and give it back to the poets.’ 56
Gregory Ulmer’s pedagogical move, from Derridean deconstruction to grammatology,
explores, ‘the non-discursive levels - images and puns, or models and homophones - as an
alternative mode of composition and thought applicable to academic work, or rather,
play.’57 However, there are alternatives - poetry being one. Eighteenth century discursive
poems are useful for imagining new poetries with epic possibilities – including ecopoetry.
An ecological approach involves more than mentioning biota/ environment/ ecology; it
should be aware of cognition, language, and feedback processes in various environments,
including the technological. This approach is congruent with using language creatively, as
witness and creator in the totality of relations existing between persons and
environments.58 The power of language derives from both iconic power, and symbolic
reach; both are needed, just as one needs magnification, proximity, and wide-angled
views in different circumstances.59 Different techniques and interests tilt the balance one
way or another. Snyder, a respected eco-philosopher, has been moving towards the latter,
in line with William Rueckert’s claim that the poems enact ‘a whole program of
ecological action.’60 A successful ecopoetry has the difficult task of respecting both.
Writing a poem is the creative act of techne by an embodied language animal.
Ecopoetry and hypertext poetries may revive a discursive informational poetics aware of
the vast range of information, which impacts on the human organism: bioregional,
bureaucratic, political, aesthetic and personal. Information is power.61 Ingold might not
recognise the poetry. Poetry to be appreciated, in a milieu focused on entertainment, must
be seen in broader terms; poetry found outside poems can be incorporated into innovative
poems. Marjorie Perloff argues, ‘Postmodernism in poetry begins in the urge to return
those materials so rigidly excluded - political, ethical, historical, philosophical - to the
domain of poetry, which is to say that the Romantic lyric, the poem as expression of a
moment of absolute insight, of emotion crystallized into timeless patterns, gives way to a
poetry that can, once again, accommodate narrative, information, pedagogy and
didacticism, the serious and the comic, verse and prose.’62 This impulse goes back to
Lucretius but is also a recent phenomenon. Poets are taking up the expansive ambitions of
Pound and MacDiarmid differently, by adopting other genres. Dorothy Porter explores
the use of information in poetry, and has said for example, ‘What amazes me is how FEW
modern poets have exploited the wealth of imagery that both space exploration and
speculation is providing . . . Poetry is an ideal medium for both the teasingly unknowable
and the freshly known.’63 Similarly, Jorie Graham suggests that nothing but, ‘some forms
of advanced science - particle physics, for example, allows a young mind to experience
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the paradox, ambiguity, irrational thought, associative ‘leaping’ any good poem teaches
us to think and feel in.’64
‘Anxiety of influence’ occurs in poetry, but as Pound said, ‘Make it new’.65 The future of
poetry is still immense. William Paulson, who coined ‘cultural ecology’, exhorts: ‘And
we all used to think of Great Works of Literature as monuments, or as statues in a
museum . . . But forget the past, I want to know how new writing fits into the time that
keeps passing and that we never seem to have enough of anymore, how and why (and
whether!) we should read as part of the life that keeps tumbling forward in us and around
us.’66 After all the arguments and findings of cognitive science, anthropology, and literary
theory, this conclusion would be of no surprise to poets.67 As Les Murray recently
explained in a discussion on the power and longevity of poetry, ‘I think it [poetry] models
how humans really think. I mean people don’t think in terms of logic and they don’t think
in terms of mathematics, they don’t really think in music. They think in feelings and
movements and [in] trying to formulate things and the appearance of things, all at once –
and you get them mixed up - and when we condense that into an artform – it’s poetry.’68
Poems provide cognitive opportunities for making use of the amazing cognitive
techniques that we have co-evolved with; techniques, which put us in touch with our
environments, and facilitate awareness, empathy, and understanding of the webs of
meaning and skilled practice we continually weave, in our dreams, and every moment of
our waking lives. As citizens and neighbours, our responsibility is to use our creative
energies and imagination, for our poiesis, for our ongoing dialectical engagement with the
world.

Part 3 follows. I began the thesis with a poem, and end by providing poems from my
poetic practice. I have chosen examples that illuminate various issues in the thesis;
particularly poems that open into the world, through incorporating diverse materials and
information.69 This Part is also intended to enact a DoP, by itself.

Afterword
There is another thesis to be written – a DoP as public discourse, and the tripartite
responsibility of poets - to their craft, to their audience70, and – to their relations with their
environments, as friend, daughter, nature lover, and citizen (Emmanuel Levinas).71
Lakoff & Turner complain that, ‘The Western tradition, which has excluded metaphor
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from the domain of reason, has thereby relegated poetry and the arts to the periphery of
intellectual life.’72 Such a thesis would expand aesthetics, from Baumgarten’s focus on
fine art, to being environmentally engaged with other lives (including people). The protodemocracy of Schiller was advanced by Walt Whitman, boldly declaring, ‘I give the sign
of democracy.’ Poetry and democracy are both embodied, and the 'literary' is part of
everyday political, personal and social discourse for Whitman (who entered politics as a
Democrat), and wrote in the midst of the noisy crowd. de Tocqueville reflects this in his
account of arriving in north America just as Whitman began his itinerant career.73
Democracy needs skills as well as heart, but these are not the skills of an expert or the
intelligentsia.74 In the Laws and Republic, Plato dangerously engineered a polis without
poets. As R.J. Bernstein notes, 'A community or polis is not something that can be made
or engineered by some form of techne or by the administration of society . . . the idea that
we can make, engineer, impose our collective will to form such communities. But this is
precisely what cannot be done, and attempts to do so have been disastrous.' 75 Aristotle’s
definition of a polis is an improvement, ‘not a mere society’, but a ‘community of
families and aggregations of families in well being [eudaimonia], for the sake of a perfect
and self-sufficing life.’76 A practice of phronesis (Appendix 13) implies a conception of
community in which the question of the good, 'How ought we to live?' is never finally
answered, and in which the common negotiation of this question itself helps to constitute
the community.77
Poets imagine diversities and possibilities, an important skill when issues of identity are
so politicised.78 Poets have a responsibility to pay attention to our environments (natural/
social/political) with all the tools at our disposal, from scientific to poetic.79 The
environmental crisis has transformed human identity.80 Fritjof Capra reminds us: ‘We live
today in a globally interconnected world, in which the biological, psychological, social
and environmental phenomena are all interdependent. To describe this world
appropriately we need an ecological perspective incompatible with the Cartesian
worldview’.81 I would add that the associated hegemonic mechanistic view must also be
subverted.82 Veronica Brady laments that our culture is impoverished, due to journalists,
politicians, and economists dominating our discourse, based on economic rationalism,
which shapes our cultural values. She hopes for ‘a more “poetic” paradigm for thought
and exploration.’83
‘The psychological research tells us that the more successful advertisers and
governments are at persuading us to pursue extrinsic goals of material
consumption, wealth acquisition, fame and success, the more we create the
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disturbed individuals and the social pathologies that make for a sick society.’
Clive Hamilton84

In circumstances of great wealth, yet limited individual expression, diminished social
capital, and complacent notions of democracy, literary pedagogy, and didacticism are
useful.85
Appendix 33

The Poet’s Responsibilities

In the gloom of 1939, following the defeat of Republican Spain, W.H. Auden wrote that
well-known line, ‘Poetry makes nothing happen’.86 He added a coda, 25 years later:
‘After all, it's rather a privilege
amid the affluent traffic
to serve this unpopular art which cannot be turned into
background noise for study
or hung as a status trophy by rising executives,
cannot be ‘done’ like Venice
or abridged like Tolstoy, but stubbornly still insists upon
being read or ignored.’87

However, texts by writers like Thoreau, Aldo Leopold, and Barry Lopez are ‘agent(s) of
change’,88 and poetry is still of great significance to individuals and groups. Sir David
Griffin recollects the importance of poetry at Changi Prison: ‘To read say Elizabethan
poems to a group of 250 starved prisoners living in the most appalling sort of conditions,
it was something I did very timidly to begin with. I thought there would be raspberries
and all sorts of things coming back from the audience. But not a bit . . . Poetry was the
key to suddenly unlocked the door and suddenly we were able to put ourselves back in
the world that we knew at least. It made a tremendous difference.’89
I have been writing this thesis while this country has been at war, albeit a distant one;
almost as distanced, for a writer in the city, as the precarious environmental situation.
Poem. ‘War Poems’
These poems emphasise personal and global contexts, and demonstrate how writing
poetry is a practice (these poems being written daily). Language is important for
description and redescription in a social world, where politics linguistically mistreats the
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other, and words like ‘freedom’ and ‘democracy’ are deracinated. This meets the complex
area of the private and the public, which Richard Rorty (mistakenly, in my view)
characterises as at best, ‘private narcissism and public pragmatism’.90 The informational
possibilities of poems enrich schemas, metaphors, and concept development, which
nourish our attunement to, and skilled practices with, the world. (An enrichment
illuminated earlier by the progression in detail of sphere, ball, planetary globe and Gaia).
It is not a matter of asking what can poets tell us? It is a matter of what can we ask of a
poem? A poem is a device for feeling and thinking using language, and therefore, for
democracy, which is primarily, as John Dewey thought, ‘a mode of associated living, of
conjoint communicated experience.’ 91 Poets have responsibilities, because they can pay
attention to using language, a technique that energises a unique organism moving through
a diversity of environments. We are restlessly creative organisms, and making art is a
wonderful freedom that we take for granted.92
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another in a line of modern technologies that undermine traditional notions of civil society that
require unity and shun multiplicity while giving impressions that they in fact recreate such a
society.’ S.G. Jones, ‘The internet and its social landscape’, in Jones, Ed., Virtual Culture: Identity
& Communication in Cybersociety, London: Sage Publications, 1997, p25. Amy Dean thinks the
Internet is democratic, but doubts the Net builds ‘authentic communities’. Are we getting,
‘authentic communities based on true participation or a substitute for them . . . Are we expanding
democracy when individuals sit in isolation in front of their computer screens . . . The Net ‘offers a
megaphone to any Nazi who goes on line? If we see the technology of the internet as offering us
an incredible opportunity to expand democracy then we can’t afford to entrust it to a small handful
of corporations who are accountable to no-one except their own stockholders.’ Amy Dean,
‘Gardens of Eden’ with Rachael Kohn ABC Sunday 14/09/2003. She leads the labour movement
in Silicon Valley, California as CEO of the South Bay AFL-CIO Labor Council. From the 2003
Adelaide Festival of Ideas. Cass Sunstein thinks community and democracy itself are diminished
by the new communication technologies. She argues the new technologies reduce polity people
speak to same groups, not encounter other and differences and appreciate other viewpoints - a
well-functioning democracy ‘depends on some kind of public domain, in which a wide range of
speakers have access to a diverse public - and also to particular institutions, and practices, against
which they seek to launch objections.’ Cass Sunstein, ‘The Future of Free Speech, Looking Back’,
the little magazine.2001, http://www.littlemag.com/mar-apr01/cass.html. [DL 7.5.2003] Followed
with Republic.com, Princeton UP, 2001. Albert Borgmann believes cyberspace obliterates
difference dangerously: ‘The claim that cyberspace liberates people from the accidents of gender,
race, class, and bodily appearance is often made by advocates of electronically distributed
education. But to conceal a problem is not to solve it. We have to learn to respect and encourage
people as they actually exist.’ An interview/dialogue with Albert Borgmann and N. Katherine
Hayles on humans and machines. http://www.press.uchicago.edu/Misc/Chicago/borghayl.html.
[DL 22.8.2001]. William Gibson coined ‘cyberspace’ in Neuromancer, Ace Books, 1984.
36
I prefer a poetry more constructivist than that Wallace Stevens in the poem, ‘Notes Towards a
Supreme Fiction’ suggests when he writes, ‘it must be abstract.’ Room must be made for all voices
and varieties though.
37
‘Let’s build a funeral pyre out of the desiccated conventions piled around us and watch the
ancient, spangle-feathered, unkillable phoenix rise from the ashes.’ Peter Abbs ‘Dana Gioia: Poet
of a common World’, Resurgence Issue 216 http://resurgence.gn.apc.org/issues/gioia204.htm. [DL
Nov 2003]. Gioia is a supporter of the new formalism.
38
Rather than promote the new simplicity of John Tavener, or the crossover music of Jocelyn
Pook, he champions a renewal of versatile and diverse, modernist values in composers like Gyorgy
Ligeti, Judith Weir and John Zorn. Ivan Hewett, Healing the Rift, Continuum, 2003,
39
'The Distributed Cognition approach emphasises the distributed nature of cognitive phenomena
across individuals, artefacts and internal and external representations in terms of a common
language of 'representational states' and 'media'. In so doing, it dissolves the traditional divisions
between the inside/outside boundary of the individual and the culture/ cognition distinction that
anthropologists and cognitive psychologists have historically created. Instead, it focuses on the
interactions between the distributed structures of the phenomena that is under scrutiny.'
Yvonne Rogers, 'A Brief Introduction to Distributed Cognition', Aug 1997,
www.cogs.susx.ac.uk/users/ yvonner/papers/dcog/dcog-brief-intro.pdf. [DL 2.9.2002]. Andy
Clark’s concept of scaffolding allied to Tim Ingold’s processural approach can work together.
40
Ellen Dissanayake, What is art for?, U of Washington P, (1988) 1995, p177. Ellen Dissanayake
warns, ‘Literate knowledge, though vast and multiform, is often disconnected, both from the
immediate situation and from other bits of knowledge.’ Peter Dickens sees the problem in terms of
abstraction: ‘Forms of alienation are largely a result of the process noted earlier in this study: the
domination of abstract ideas over lay, tacit and unarticulated knowledges. The problem is not
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abstract knowledge itself but the forms it takes and its failure to connect to people’s experience.’
Peter Dickens, Reconstructing Nature, Routledge 1996, p121. ‘The separation of abstract
knowledge from the kinds of fragmented knowledge developed in everyday life also has a long
history, one that can be traced back as far as Ancient Greece . . . We learn about nature through
TV and books, This would be OK if the info was presented ‘in a way that allowed connections to
be made between abstract science and knowledge of particular contingent circumstances of local
areas.’ p141.
41
Ingold notes that, ‘In the current intellectual and political climate, there is a desperate need to
return to the real biology of real organisms, including human beings, in a real world.’ Tim Ingold
review of Steven Rose, Lifelines: New Scientist, 22 November 1997.
42
Paul Fry comments, ‘As to the world, I should say right away that I lean toward Plato: it will
rarely if ever find solutions in poetry and might as well not befuddle itself with false consciousness
in pursuit of them there.’ 1995, p4. I agree but not via Plato. Joli Jensen argued that, ‘it is
dangerously naive to assume that we will be saved by art, by information, by education, by
technology. The implicit hopes of some media critics for redemptive symbolic forms, purveyed by
some ideal communication system, reveal a chronic waiting for salvation.’ Joli Jensen, Redeeming
modernity: Contradictions in media criticism, Sage 1990, p194.
43
Hans Magnus Enzensberger, ‘Marketing the Unmarketable’
http://www.ru.ac.za/institutes/isea/newcoin/docs/97/R97june.htm. [DL 7.2.2001]
44
Jerome Rothenberg states, ‘The only absolutes for poetry are diversity and change.’ Jerome
Rothenberg, ‘The Thwarting of Ends: An Interview’ in Pre-Faces and other Writing, New
Directions, 1981, p223.
45
John Aikin, An Essay on the Application of Natural History to Poetry (1777), New York,
Garland, 1970. Quoted in Karl Kroeber, 1994, p16.
46
Joseph Trapp, Lectures on Poetry Read in the Schools of Natural Philosophy at Oxford (1742).
47
Tim Ingold, pers comm. 27 Feb 1998.
48
Tim Ingold, ‘Epilogue’ in Tim Ingold & Kathleen R. Gibson, Tools, Language and Cognition in
Human Evolution, Cambridge UP. 1993, p458. I argued that his use of ‘aberrant’ (similar to
Austin’s use of ‘parasitic’), is mistaken, through a speech act approach. But for now I will agree
with his general thesis and not attempt a systems aesthetic, where the whole environment becomes
a work of art. Burnham, ‘The scope of a systems aesthetic presumes that problems cannot be
solved by a single technical solution, but must be attacked on a multi-level interdisciplinary basis.
Consequently some of the more aware sculptors no longer think like sculptors, but they assume a
span of problems more natural to architects, urban planners . . . It is a legitimate extension of
McLuhan’s remark about Pop Art when he said that the entire environment was ready to become a
work of art.’ Jack Burnham, ‘Systems Aesthetic’, Artforum, Sept 1968, p34. From a different
compass point, that of Joseph Beuys we reach a similar idea. Beuys did not exhibit work as art but
rather used materials to form objects that transformed the space and social contexts, an art of
methexis (concrete expression of ideas and concepts) rather than mimesis. He was not interested in
the craft and material side of fine art. In the fifties, he worked with environmental materials blood,
bone, fat and felt, sulphur and honey, materials not previously used in the context of art. He was
seen in terms of the romantic myth of the troubled artist in line from Van Gogh despite his very
different notions of art and art practice. Being an artist was about exposing the capacities and
creativities of humans.
49
The philosophy of Epicurus is focused on eudaimonia (a primary human concern, translated as
happiness, well-being or flourishing – not pleasure), and consequently, is unapologetically
therapeutically-oriented; for him, 'every branch of philosophy must be assessed for its contribution
to practice. If it makes none, it is empty and useless' Martha C. Nussbaum, The Therapy of Desire.
Theory and Practice in Hellenistic Ethics. Martin Classical Lectures, New Series, Vol 2,
Princeton: Princeton UP, 1994, p121. Plato never treated poetry as art. Religious traditions suggest
practices of prayer, or meditation (traditions of ego loss, detachment or compassion) are necessary,
but not sufficient, to reach eudaimonia. If our fundamental embodiedness is ignored, then
delusional philosophies arise. As Mauss said - it is wrong to suppose that, ‘there is technique only
where there is an instrument.’ Marcel Mauss, Sociology and Psychology: Essays, trans. B.
Brewster, London: Routledge and Kegan Paul, 1979, p104. Poetry is of the body, and is techne
before writing or even hypertext; poetry is a tool, and technique.
50
Friedrich Schiller in On the Aesthetic Education of Man (1795), he argues that aesthetics is vital
to culture and should be integral to education. It enables us to engage human freedom and public
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order. People mutually civilise each other and proclaim freedom from the State. See Peter Brooks,
‘Aesthetics and Ideology - what happened to poetics?’ Critical Inquiry, Spring, 1994.
51
Alexander Nehamas has said, ‘What has happened in modern times, especially in the
universities, is that the scientific, the systematic way of doing philosophy is the only approach to
philosophy allowed, as if the other tradition never existed. In the book, I am trying to reclaim the
defining tradition of Greek philosophy, philosophy as techne tou biou - the art of living. Though
‘art’ is not a particularly accurate translation of the Greek techne, which is not art in the sense of
our ‘fine art,’ but something between art and craft. I'm trying to reclaim that tradition . . .’
Alexander Nehamas interviewed by David Carrier, Bomb Magazine, 65, Fall, 1998, p36-41. Rorty
argues, ‘On my view, ‘philosophy’ is either a term defined by choosing a list of writers (eg.
Parminedes) and then specifying what they all have in common, or else just the name of an
academic department.’ ‘Is Derrida a transcendental philosopher?’ Richard Rorty in Working
Through Derrida, Ed., Gary Madison, Northwestern U P, 1993, p140. Nehamas distinguishes
philosophy as a theoretical discipline from philosophy as a way of life, hence the title of his bets
known work, The Art of Living: Socratic Reflections from Plato to Foucault, Berkeley: U of
California P, 1998. In Kabylia, a mountainous region of Southern Algeria, Pierre Bourdieu did his
first field work during the war of independence - he noted how commodity-based societies
focussed on economics and consumerism were different from more agrarian collective cultures
with an art of living. See his first book, The Algerians, New York: Beacon Press, 1961.
52
Marjorie Perloff, Poetic Licence: Essays on Modernist and Postmodernist Lyric, p.18,
Northwestern UP, 1990. See also Joseph M. Conte, ‘Unending Design - the forms of postmodern
poetry’, Cornell UP, 1991.
53
The Romantic poets in their fervour for change made some extravagant claims. ‘To become an
artist means nothing less than to dedicate oneself to the deities of the underworld.’ Freidrich
Schlegel quoted by Wiedmann, 1979, p17.
54
Or Helen Vendler’s fantasy, ‘The ideal poet would always have his ear open "like a greedy
shark" (Keats) to catch the current language. The ideal poet would throw away a lot of poems, and
print few. The ideal poet is Blake, sitting naked in his garden with his wife, listening to the Vision
that says to him, "Pipe a song about a lamb." Or the ideal poet is Hopkins, his sober black suit and
Roman collar a contrast to his ecstatic soul, always alert to the thisness of things.’ The Man in the
Back Row Has a Question VI, Helen Vendler et al, Paris Review, Spring 2000, No 154
http://www.parisreview.com/tpr154/mibrVI/mibr1.htm. [DL 9.8.2001]
55
Darwin was the key founder of the Lunar Society. See Roy Porter, Flesh in the Age of Reason,
Allen Lane, 2003.
56
Martin Krieger, ‘Inquiry as Didactic Poetry’, in Richard Kostelanetz, Ed., A Critical (ninth)
Assembling, New York: Assembling Press, 1979, unpaginated.
57
Gregory Ulmer, Applied Grammatology: Post(e)-Pedagogy from Jacques Derrida to Joseph
Beuys, Johns Hopkins UP, 1985, pxi.
58
This shares Raymond Williams’ democratic approach to the arts. He was a Marxist who rejected
that reductive view of structure / superstructure that views art as either peripheral, or instrumental.
‘If art is part of society, there is no solid whole, outside it, to which . . . we concede priority. The
art is there, as an activity, with the production, the trading, the politics, the raising of families. . It
is . . . not a question of relating the art to the society, but of studying all the activities and their
interrelations, without any concession of priority. . I would define the theory of culture as the study
of relationships between elements in a whole way of life which looked at culture not in terms of
high art or specialist knowledge but the everyday experiences of life.’ Raymond Williams,
‘Preface to Film’, 1954. His work has led to cultural studies and interest in popular culture with a
refusal to reify art which sometimes devalues art and literature as aesthetic experiences. The
discipline can be a thought-provoking interdisciplinary project (with no particular methodology or
theoretical canon). Stefan Morawski writes, 'The wave of aestheticisation so praised by a number
of sociologists of culture who are dazzled by the social events turned into a spectacle and/or a
serial of shop-windows is no salvage of aesthetics. It is mere delusion to see in this superficial
carnival of finely packed and quickly purchased goods an aesthetic feast.' Stefan Morawski, The
Troubles with Postmodernism, Routledge, 1996, p65.
59
Walter Ong points out, ‘Human knowledge demands both proximity and distance, and these two
are related to one another dialectically. Proximity perceptions feed distancing analyses, and vice
versa, creating a more manageable intimacy . . . Writing is a consciousness-raising and
humanizing technology. So is print, even more, and, in its own way, so is the computer.’ He
continues, ‘But that is another story, which has yet to be told or written or printed or processed.’
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This thesis is a small part of that story. From 'Writing is a Technology That Restructures Thought',
(1986) in Faith and Contexts: Vol. 4, Further Essays 1952-1990. Ed. Thomas J. Farrell and Paul
A. Soukup. Atlanta: Scholars P, 1999.
60
William Rueckert suggests that in Gary Snyder's Turtle Island, 'Every poem is an action which
comes from a finely developed and refined ecological conscience and consciousness. The book
enacts a whole program of ecological action; it is offered (like Walden) as a guide book.' Roger
Thompson, ‘Emerson, Divinity, and Rhetoric in Transcendentalist Nature Writing and TwentiethCentury Eco-Poetry’, http://academics.vmi.edu/eng_rt/Ecological%20poetry.htm. [DL 8.3.2000]
61
As Arron Gare argues, `knowledge of the dynamics of the global system of capitalism is
required by everyone. He continues, ‘Environmentalists should respond to the existing economic
crisis with a struggle for political hegemony over all those groups who are being adversely
affected by the globalisation of the market--farmers, workers, the salariat and the new petit
bourgeoisie.' Arran E. Gare, Postmodernism and the Environmental Crisis, London and New
York: Routledge, 1995, p161. He has an idiosyncratic view of green process philosophy,
suggesting nationalism is the pragmatic answer.
62
Marjorie Perloff, ‘Postmodernism and the Impasse of Lyric’, The Dance of the Intellect: Studies
in the Poetry of the Pound Tradition, Cambridge UP, 1985, p180-81. The emotion will be present,
as discussed earlier, even syllables have emotional colour. (See ft 24. Chapter 2)
63
‘I don’t know if I envy the poets of the future or not.’ Dorothy Porter talking about her new
verse-novel, Wild Surmise concerns an astrobiologist obsessed with Jupiter’s moon Europa.
Interview Sept 2002, www.panmacmillan.com.au/resources/AI-DorothyPorter.pdf. [DL 19.2.2004]
64
Quoted by Davi Walders, Poetry and Science?’, Basic Education, Vol43 8, April 1999, Council
on Basic Education, Washington, DC. However, ‘Leaping’ is a term Robert Bly of the Deep Image
school uses. Poetry does not need to leap, unless using hypertext.
65
Ezra Pound, Make it New, Faber, 1935.
66
William Paulson, 'Come Rain or Shine’, SubStance 32:1, 2003, p52. He insists that natural
systems and cultural formations are impossible to separate, and mixes scientific knowledge and
cultural studies. Paulson has been influenced by Michel Serres. See The Noise of Culture: Literary
Texts in a World of Information. Ithaca, NY: Cornell UP, 1988, p30-52.
67
It is clear that the universe is not a mechanical clockwork machine running towards maximum
entropy, and that humans are not rational machines using logic and the scientific method to pursue
happiness or the good life. If this were the case, the emergence and longevity of poetry would be a
puzzle.
68
Les Murray interviewed by James Griffin, ‘Words’, ABC TV, 7.9.2003.
69
Gifford notes a new scholarship, a mix of reading and writing (Scott Slovic’s ‘narrative
scholarship’; John Tallmadge’s ‘narrative criticism’) and notes: ‘The latest example of this is John
Elder’s Reading the Mountains of Home. In it he reads a single poem by Robert Frost through a
year of personal experience, bouncing one off the other to mutual benefit. He discovers insights
into both the poem and himself . . . When I concluded my book of criticism, Green Voices, with a
poem of my own I was roundly condemned by some reviewers. I had thought I was putting my
creative effort on the same line as my critical mind. I accepted the risk . . . The teacher is the
writer, is the critic, is the scholar, is the human being, is the neighbour of other organisms, is a
small part of Gaia. Only re-connect. Terry Gifford, Postscript to ‘Writer/Teacher’
http://194.205.189.34/nawe/Magazine%209/giff.html. [DL 11.7.2002] Scott Slovic, ‘Ecocriticism:
Storytelling, Values, Communication, Contact’,
http://www.asle.umn.edu/conf/other_conf/wla/1994/slovic.html. [DL 18.6.2002]
70
‘In writing experience down (in words), the poet reaches out beyond herself toward an audience
. . .’ Stephen Ratcliffe, Listening to Reading, SUNY, 2000, p5.
71
In 1935, when Heidegger was favourable to the Nazis rescuing Germans from a forgetfulness of
Being, he asked, ‘Why is there something rather than nothing?’ He thought this (theological)
question to be fundamental. Richard Polt notes there are ‘precious few’ ‘identifiable premises and
conclusions’ in Being and Time because, according to Heidegger, ‘The question of Being is deeper
than the question of knowing. Ontology precedes epistemology.’ Richard Polt, Introduction to
Heidegger, Cornell UP, 1998, p39, 47. Richard Polt, ’Poetry and art . . . might be ways of reaching
that deeper truth, that experience of the world that is pre-scientific. Often we in America don't
know what to do with poetry and art. For us they're just entertainment or relaxation. What if there
were a deeper truth?’ Richard Polt interviewed by Ralph Brave in ‘Being Martin Heidegger’
Salon, Nov. 13, 2000. http://www.salon.com/books/feature/2000/11/13/heidegger/print.html. [DL
22.7.2002] But deeper truth is not in terms of intellectual understanding. How can that be? The
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universe, its history and its future is always unimaginable in its totality. What we can uncover is
the nature of our ecological embodied being. Brave wonders if Heidegger’s language is partly
responsible for the ‘Sokal affair’, where a physicist submitted a parody of ‘hermeneutics of
quantum gravity’ to a postmodern journal. Emmanuel Levinas studied with Husserl and Heidegger
and introduced phenomenology into France in 1930s. He insisted that ethics always precedes
ontology. Ethics derives from the demand of the other (outside the subject) but which inscribes a
trace in the subject. (Particularly his later Autrement qu'être- Emmanuel Levinas Totality and
Infinity (1961), Kluwyer Acadenmic Publicationsd, 1991, influenced by the dialogical
philosophies of Franz Rosenweig and Martin Buber sought to accomplish this departure through
an analysis of the 'face-to-face' relation with the Other. For Levinas, ‘Philosophy is discovered to
be the wisdom of an exhausting philia, rather than the long-standing devotion to the contemplative
sophia of Western history.’ A. Peperzak, To the other: An introduction to the philosophy of
Emmanuel Levinas. West Lafayette, IN.: Purdue UP, 1993, pxi. Isaiah Berlin’s famous
comparison between the following sentences about Nazi rule in Germany quickly reminds us of
language. The country was depopulated. (b) Millions of people died. (c) Millions of people were
killed. (d) Millions of people were massacred. Roy Bhaskar, A Realist Theory of Science, 2nd ed.
Brighton: Harvester Press, 1978, p75.
72
George Lakoff & Mark Turner, 1989, p214. ‘This book . . . is in the service of helping the study
of poetry function to promote ethical, social and personal awareness.’ p214.
73
‘No sooner do you set foot upon the American soil than you are stunned by a kind of tumult; a
confused clamour is heard on every side; a thousand simultaneous voices demand the immediate
satisfaction of their social wants. Everything is in motion around you; here, the people of one
quarter of a town are met to decide upon the building of a church; there, the election of a
representative is going on; a little farther, the delegates of a district are posting to the town in order
to consult upon some local improvements; or, in another place, the labourers of a village quit their
ploughs to deliberate upon the project of a road or a public school.’ Alexis de Tocqueville,
Democracy in America, (1831), Trans, Ed., & intro by Harvey Mansfield & Delba Winthrop, U of
Chicago P, 2001. He was insightful as to the non-democratic nature of the United States, the
‘tyranny of the majority’, the excesses of individualism and the problems of colour. John Stuart
Mill's insight still holds: ‘In a democratic society, all opinions must be heard because some of
them may be true; and those that aren't true must be vigorously contested. In either case, a free
people only stand to gain.’ (1879). Quoted by Robert J. Nash, ‘Fostering Moral Conversations in
the College Classroom’, Excellence in College Teaching, V7:1, p83-105.
http://ject.lib.muohio.edu/articles/pdf-to-text.php?article=122. [DL 16.4.2002]
74
Skills include: locating public spaces for talking, public speaking, organising events, listening to
people's concerns and issues, running meetings, framing issues, building coalitions, writing
opinion pieces, working with the press, resolving conflicts, and now using email and the Net. Les
Murray complains vehemently about the Athenian undermining Australian democracy, ‘More than
any other country I know, the educated elite in Australia hates the ordinary people . . . It’s a
frightful imprisonment to be caught in the Australian intellectual climate. Because they’re not
worth pissing on, they’re second-rate, for the most part, dealing always in imported ideas. But I
see this around the world. Literature’s caught in a terrible bind. It’s an enclave, it’s become a class,
an intellectual class. It’s self-referential and it expects all literature to be addressed to it and to hold
its values, and I think somehow or other the urgent thing to do in the coming century will be to
break that nexus, to get literature out of the trap of the intellectual class.’ Noel Peacock,
‘“Embracing the Vernacular”: An Interview with Les A. Murray’, Australian and New Zealand
Studies in Canada, 7, 1992.
75
R. J. Bernstein, Beyond Objectivism and Relativism, Blackwell, 1983, p226. Alasdair MacIntyre,
an Aristotelian communitarian, wants to go beyond altruism, for a broader ecological sense of
morality, 'If we need to act for the sake of such common good in order to achieve our flourishing
as rational animals, then we also need to have transformed our ... desires in a way that enables us
to recognize the inadequacy of any simple classification of desires as either egoistic or altruistic'.
Dependent Rational Animals 1999, p119. A land ethic expands on value communitarianism.
76
Aristotle’s Politics, trans B. Jowett, Clarendon, 1959, 1280A30-1281A2.
77
This notion of substantive constitutive is one I use for language, tools and techne. From a
fallabilist position there is no answer. These important questions which poetry is often attracted to,
fate, justice, good, are transcendentals.
78
James Clifford suggests different approaches, styles and genres can be used to side-step the
quagmire of concerns centering on representation.’ James Clifford, The Predicament of Culture,

A New Defence of Poetry - and New Possibilities from Hypertext to Ecopoetry

206

Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard UP, 1988. I have heard Aborigines request white historians to stop
writing black histories; and some feminists want men to keep clear of writing on feminism.
Meaghan Morris wants silence from men on this subject. Meaghan Morris, ‘in any event . . . ‘ in
A. Jardine and P. Smith (eds.), Men in Feminism, New York: Methuen, 1987, p181. The problem
with this strategy is that one social formation can then abscond, abandoning the problem, and more
importantly, future possibilities for mutual respect, understanding and even collaboration.
79
This is an Objectivist attitude, ‘To think clearly about poetry it is necessary to point out that its
aims and those of science are not opposed . . . rather . . . the most complicated standards of science
– including definitions, laws of nature and thematic constructions – are poetic.’ Louis Zukofky,
Prepositions, London, 1967, p15. I would not go this far as ‘Consilience’ (Appendix 4)
demonstrates. I gave a paper ‘The responsibility of poets’ at a seminar at Wollongong University,
an hour after the first bombs started falling on Iraq, March 2003. I concluded that poets have dual
responsibilities - to their art and to their multiple responsibilities as a citizen.
80
These are the words of Theodore Roszak who goes on to say. ‘The needs of the planet and the
needs of the person have become one . . .’ Person/Planet: The Creative Disintegration of
Industrial Society, Garden City, Doubleday, 1978, pxix. So too have communication technologies.
Langdon Winner sees a need to undo Modernism: ‘As the twentieth century draws to a close, it is
evident that, for better or worse, the future of computing and the future of human relations-indeed,
of human being itself-are now thoroughly intertwined. We need to seek alternatives, social policies
that might undo the dreary legacy of modernism: pervasive systems of one-way communication,
pre-emption of democratic social choice corporate manipulation, and the presentation of sweeping
changes in living conditions as something justified by a univocal, irresistible “progress”.’ Who
Will we Be in Cyberspace? http://communication.ucsd.edu/pagre/tno/september-1995.html#who
[DL 12.3.2000]
81
Fritjof Capra, The Turning Point: Science, Society and the Rising Culture, Simon and Shuster,
1982, p16.
82
Carolyn Merchant summarises the underpinning of the mechanistic worldview view as: matter is
composed of particles (ontological); the universe is natural order (identity); knowledge and
information can be extracted (epistemological); Problems can be solved by reductive procedures
(methodology); and sense data are discrete. See The Death of Nature: Women, Ecology and the
Scientific Revolution, Harper & Row, 1980, p228. She thinks this world view replaced the organic
view of the world and led to nature being viewed as lifeless, to be used and abused. There is no
doubt the scientific revolution and reductive methods provided powerful effects but as Lawrence
LeShan & Henry Margenau note, ‘As we see now but could not have predicted then, the imbalance
[between res extensa & res cogitans] had inexorable and unfortunate consequences.’ Einstein’s
Space and Van Gogh’s Sky, McMillan, 1983, p31. Morris Berman also criticises the mechanistic
view and suggests very different epistemological foundations based on Michael Polanyi and
Wilhelm Reich, including ‘noncognitive’ knowing in The Reenchantment of the World, Cornell
UP, 1981.
83
Veronica Brady, ‘Intellectual Belief and Freedom’, Meanjin 4, 1991.
84
Clive Hamilton, ‘The Dark Side of the Australian Dream’ on Ockham’s razor, ABC Radio
National, 20.06.1999. In a review of Clive Hamilton, Growth Fetish, Allen & Unwin, 2003, Tim
Flannery, cites discontentment is due to not having ‘something useful to do.’ He writes, ‘For
people living 10,000 years ago, that something was called living, and our bodies and minds had
been honed by countless generations of evolution to find it satisfying and fulfilling. Today, due to
the process Adam Smith identified as the "division of labour", it is called work. Thus, today,
almost no one makes a tool themselves, uses it to kill a beast, and cuts off a steak and puts it on the
barbie to feed the family. Instead thousands of people play a role in that process - some tending the
cow, others taking it to market, others making a tiny component of the barbie. The only thing we
all (or most of us) still do is eat the steak. What this means, for most people, is that life is nowhere
near as challenging as it was.’ Tim Flannery, ‘Growth Fetish’, SMH, 12.4. 2003
85
‘[I]n the Australian Genuine Progress Indicator: since the late 1970s, while GDP per person has
risen by more than 30%, the more comprehensive measure of national progress has not risen at all.
In Australia, the accumulation of income is increasingly at the expense of stocks of natural, social
and cultural capital.’ Clive Hamilton, 1999, ibid. Hamilton cites EJ Mishan, an economist at the
London School of Economics as one of the first to attack economic growth (EJ Mishan, The Costs
of Economic Growth, Praeger, 1967). Misham attacked economists’ central conviction that the
official figures for growth in real income were entirely compatible with a decline in human
welfare. This text remains important, and has been revised in the light of globalism and the
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environmental crisis. Also cited by Robert Lekachman, ‘The Poverty of Affluence’ Commentary,
Vol49:3, March 1970.
86
‘For poetry makes nothing happen: it survives / In the valley of its saying where executives /
Would never want to tamper;’ Pt 2, In Memory of W. B. Yeats (d. Jan. 1939), W.H. Auden,
Selected Poems, Ed., E. Mendelson, Faber, 1979, p82. He notes that Yeats’ poetry did not effect
the politics or the weather of Ireland. Louis Macneice responded, 'The fallacy lies in thinking that
it is the function of art to make things happen and that the effect of art upon actions is something
either direct or calculable.' Louis MacNeice, The Poetry of W.B.Yeats, Faber, 1967, p192.
87
from ‘The Cave of Making (In Memoriam, Louis MacNeice)’ part III of ‘Thanksgiving for a
Habitat’ Selected Poems, ibid, p256.
88
Lawrence Buell, The Environmental Imagination: Thoreau, Nature Writing, and the Formation
of American Culture, Belknap Press/Harvard University Press, 1995, p40.
89
‘Changi Days’, Compass, ABC TV, 27.4.2003. Australian and British Prisoners of War showed
extraordinary resourcefulness and resolve and even established a Literary Society (1942-1945)
inside Changi prison. One of the members of the Society Sgt. Griffin, 8th Aust Div, 2nd A.I.F.,
now Sir David Griffin, collected the poems written at the time and kept them in a cardboard box
for over 45 years.
90
Rorty is convinced that ‘the ultimate synthesis of love and justice may turn out to be an
intricately textured collage of private narcissism and public pragmatism.’ ‘On Ethnocentrism’ in
Richard Rorty, Objectivism, Relativism, and Truth: Philosophical Papers, Vol 1, New York:
Cambridge UP, 1991, p210.
91
John Dewey, Democracy and Education, New York: Macmillan, 1916, p101. This connects to
the power of poetry for the dispossessed, under totalitarian regimes. Lynn Keller has noticed,
‘Poetry occupies an unusually prominent space in feminist bookstores today precisely because a
great variety of women have found not just solace but empowerment in texts where their own
experiences and perspectives are memorably named. The women's movement of the 1970s and
'80s fed on poetry by people like Rich, Grahn, Pat Parker, Marge Piercy, Audre Lorde.’ Panel
Remarks, ‘The Difference that Poetry Makes’, ‘Poetry and the Public Sphere’ Conference at
Rutgers, 1997. http://english.rutgers.edu/altieri.htm [DL 6.3.2000]
92
‘So the best form of spirituality to follow is none. And a recognition that we are innately
spiritual, born equal, in dignity and rights, and get on with living your dream, whatever that may
be. And to me, living that dream is really allowing ourselves to flourish as unique creatures in
delivering something creative, original, or even just something that’s humble as being a
shoemaker, or a carpenter or a father, a veterinarian. Contribute to the world by giving something
back called your best. And to me that best is being independent, being creative, being original.’
Alan Clements with Rachael Kohn, Spiritually Incorrect - Religion and Satire’, Spirit of Things
ABC Radio National, 20.07.2003. Ecology runs deep into process and description and is a difficult
concept to maintain rigorously given our Cartesian upbringing.
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Part 3

Poems

These poems primarily explore ecopoetry permutations of discursiveness and openness to extrapoetic materials. Poems have the habit of evading the poet, insisting on their independent
presence – some of these poems just happened, without any prescribed project to hand. No
commentary is provided; the poems should speak for themselves.
1.

The circumstance of trees
A bushwalk with various attentions

2.
3.
4.

Suzuribako
A poem – on dialectical nature/ culture relations.

(Appendix 23)

The Grand Canyon

(Chapter 14.2)

Cognitive Naturalism

(Appendix 19)

A pen for a brush
European vs. Indigenous understanding

5.

(Chapter 14.3)

‘Each Single Day’ - Lake St Claire (extract)
Prescriptive prose poem – with commentary

9.

(Chapter 14.3)

A Platypus Inheritance (extract)
A mix of research and experiential, with a new form

8.

(Chapter 14.3)

Lunes (Small movements)
Aesthetic responses, 3-5-3 syllabic poems

7.

(Chapter 14.2)

New Year Poem
After 22 years still placing Australia

6.

(Chapter 13.2)

(Chapter 14.3)

Landscape Proof
Didactic eco-poem, incorporating various quotations

10. Millennium

(Chapter 14.3)
(Conclusion)

Our Eco-future
11. War Poems
Natural environments and the everyday

(Afterword)

Note: Poems 1,3,6,7 9 & 10 are from Field Notes, FIP, 1998.
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The circumstance of trees
Dobroyd Head, Sydney Harbour
for Jim and John, brothers from Redwood country.
On the walk’s progression I demonstrate the difference,
pull furred flannel flowers to their touch,
praise an angophora whose creamy roots birth
from the body of rich Hawkesbury sandstone,
point to vines and tree-ferns obsessing a gully,
"Jules Verne stuff!" John remarks.
We pass raspberry-coloured christmas bushes
and disturb a near albino blue-tongued lizard
but there's no sign of the christmas bells
that rang this stinging light two years ago.
I search through the melaleucas, casuarinas
and banksias for one that’s flowering.
Jim works with wood and teaches it,
he's more interested in the fallen timber
imagining dowels cut along the grain,
how the gouged wood feathers and sloughs
from its hollow core. He's a craftsman
our gravity differs. My interest lies more
in vertical possibilities refreshing the sky
than clearcut horizontals.
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Suzuribako
Heathcote, 2002
1
Lacquered black wood
used for writing, small water vase
missing, in my bookcase
since the Muromachi period.
Maki-e landscape, fine point
gold-dust raining on angophora boughs,
bronze-fluid-beautiful-lines
sewing blackened fingers to vulgar stumps,
an instant effect
not thirty separate processes
from bare wood to Naka-Nuri and then
fifty coatings of the black lacquer.
Each coat dried before the next,
the process can take months, or years,
because Japanese lacquer
has the highest coagulation rate
the results are a distinctive
chitin-shiny-smooth and hardness
of surface, unlike the charcoal
scratching my bare legs dirty.
This is the second big fire, more likely
to annihilate long-lived woody species,
the interval too short for some to reseed
even Eucalyptus dependent on fire.
2
The tide of fire has ebbed to negative earth
sucking the life out of light and into the horizon accidental night, shadowless, silent, nothing no predators no prey - just one
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ground thrush, motionless, camouflage failed,
eyes unblinking staring at my beach-shirt
lurid end-of-the-world red,
colour subsidence on a black planet.
3
The desiccated leaves lift like fake flames
from hundreds of thousands of dense candelabras
sparking the last fire in people’s memories an effort of colour.
Cherrypickers sway, crews attach the lines
over melted road signs, place names effaced.
The Hacking scrawls a clear flow of light
with no sense of water.
4
Kicking up golden-brown leaves, a child’s happiness. (Sussex, 1961)
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The Grand Canyon
Bundanoon, NSW
For all Wayward Wanderers, especially Mike
The track is closed, slipped in places
and taken to bed by impulsive streams.
In some sections you have to stoop
beneath fern canopies then straighten
inside overhangs reinforced by aerial roots
earthing moss and sundew with slick colonnades.
The walls of the kingdom display rich weathering
glabrous sheen, tafone, alveolar - features
that exercise a specialist lexicon
to mine abrasive facts as if they are entirely
useful for appreciation; as if, the more
you know, the more spectacular the beauty.
A poem meaning business can as easily
provoke speechlessness naming possibilities
as floating between words glued to a tongue.
The bush walk circles its journey
blessing the enterprise with harmlessness.
Everything becomes porous to the bone of its form.
A belt of mountain ash loosens shy bird song
damaged cumulus snags on the rough rim.
This view could prime and dominate perspective
if the heart kicking my ribs was in a fit state
to take in the bearings of plateau and mesa
a quality display of level-bedded sandstone
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or fix on the soaring eagle, making a living
lifting the dog-eared sky. The struggle implicit
but mentioned at certain moments
as when we reach the top and someone
knackered mutters, as someone always does
‘well, it was worth it’.
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A pen for a brush
Rock Wallaby Lookout, Dangar Falls, Sept 28th
for Martin and Cherylee
On the cusp of a horseshoe
the rock face closes in then recedes
laying a necklace of dark pools.
I call the run of the gorge
(a hollowed henge)
the interrupted Salisbury.
Indigenous languages
from Victoria’s high granite country
to the rusting McDonnell Ranges
would name each pool –
each haecceity of fish, season, water, life
skipping an invisible history of erosion.
A ridge in lazy descent collapses in a series of
jagged falls, bird calls transposed
to monumental music of cellos and brass.
An elusive word manoeuvres out of earshot,
opaque, unfocussed light
floods the eyes, threatening rain.
Eastern greys with young
lift their heads briefly
in our pale presence.
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New Year Poem
Bouddi National Park, 2004, with Wayward Wanderers
A Bahai temple crowns Sugarloaf and shines,
a celestial observatory spying postcard panopticon,
world peace enforced by surveillance.
As classic as any Aegean view, Lion Island
guards Pittwater’s approach to the continent, penguin
flotillas patrol at dusk when forests infiltrate the sea.
A kookaburra glides through the angophora forest
tentacled limbs, burnished filigree screening sky
as expensive as the pigment lighting the Virgin’s dress
lapis lazuli crushed and processed into precious
ultramarine – we argue whether the waves
are blue or green or aquamarine.
The Bay is more exotic than scrubby
Ermones, Glifada or Agios Gordos all boasting
some shipwreck – Odysseus on the Batavia.
Untidy Australia has no disciplined ranks
of pale poplars, and no large herbivores
willing to be domesticated - follow the tracks.
A brush turkey mound spills over the spur track
(not well used, 200 million year old cycad fronds stab
each step), the structure is deformed by life.
A young snake, a metre of CBD grey
smells my reek with flicking black-forked tongue
flows vertically up a rock
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slipping inside the leaf litter covering Eden,
banksia and casuarina sloping to the beach.
The path tips onto golden sand by a sculpture
white marble blond, unmoving Kore extrapolated
limbs splayed, pivoted around a tight brown bush.
A solid mass in her thirties, who’ll burn quickly,
I thrash unseasonably cold water, skin stinging.
Juveniles - lazy butterflies - swirl through lettuce-green
sea grasses rolling with the wash,
too shallow to traverse – it’s low tide 1.00 pm.
young gropers, wrasse, hulafish twitch direction
like compasses skirting the fringes of kelp
the underworld’s much more colourful
than the Greeks supposed though I fog,
tread water and spit onto the glass.
Luxury boats slide into the bay, Athenians
appreciated the synthesis of techne and happiness,
we curve the ‘original Frisbee’ round crumbling waves
the discus thrower is a distant analogy
our muscles deflate from Myron’s Roman copy.
Carol snaps a portrait of kayakers going north.
The boiler has vanished but rusted strewn remains
give an alibi for the name Maitland Bay,
(the place name stolen, maybe lost like Voukephala)
No risk to civilisation, this annual topology, wind-scoured
lithic fingerprints daub this overhang, shade’s a premium,
flowers hang over me, much paler than
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Gargarin’s beautiful blue Dyeus.
Long stalks irrupt from pure sandstone,
boulders on the beach, bones of Gondwana
point to the first poem this year
with that insistent yet vague expectation
It’s a long way to hear words when the sea sings.
Circular pools sculptured as if by hand on the rock platform
collect fur and leaves and shells
and small blue starfish for students of geometry
and Goethe’s colour theory
(actually an Egyptian blue forged
from limestone, copper, and sand).
In the iron bark forest through smarting eyes
a hot climb out – more steps than wild Gournia
past leafless hyacinth orchids, spotted pink to blood.
The exercise overworks my sweat glands, back burns
by an over-generous solar source. Voice parched almost
suffocated. The bards are quiet, the heroes buried,
the bloody violence forgiven, or more likely forgotten.
War survives and disastrous expeditions continue
to Troy, Sicily, Baghdad
Wrens sing falsetto, a posthuman melody
perhaps the only way Dyeus can be reconciled.
when the birds help us build a new city.1

1

The Myceneans probably entered Greece with a pantheon of gods headed by some ruling sky-god which
linguists speculate might be ‘Dyeus’ in early Indo-European (Greek, ‘Zeus’; Hindi, ‘dyaus pitar’ (‘pitar
means father; English ‘deity’).
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Lunes (Small movements)
As when a thornbill takes flight, a branch resonates its leaves twist the light
Varuna, a weekend in March - for Peter Bishop
a breeze on the page

the wind tugs streamers

leaves turning

off the ash

the earth’s surfaces

the world should be round

white as a cloud’s edge
candescent
two deaf cockatoos
a sudden nosedive
dragonfly
with engine trouble
the patter of rain
loose insects
the whisper of light
Clouds write so quickly
a reflex
words to the margin
between mist and rain
eyes and ears
grass flowering glass
a bow hard on strings
wooden house
each moon tunes reason.

the air’s carved by birds
“something of
a mystery word”
the trees dissolving
like a drug
rain undoes the sky
escaping the page
rain and leaves
gravity’s weakness
the moment splinters
rain on wood
a difficult fire
the weathered fence posts
rain coloured
no colour at all
something familiar
a koan
lodged inside the brain
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A Platypus Inheritance (extract)
Riversdale, the Shoalhaven River, NSW
for B.R.; a friend I.B.; and A. Boyd, a generous stranger
platypus, see duck-billed platypus
duck-billed platypus, an amphibious egg-laying mammal, of E. Australia, having dense fur, a
broad bill and tail, and webbed feet see also monotreme

1

Attention
nails a tongue
accumulating light
flowing in ripe halves
the canvas

stretched over
eroded landscapes
winded by words,
their panorama
floats in your
vaudeville face
easy to transcribe
easy to paint,
only you didn't
not this one,
I might write
down the river
past eucalypt forests
where weed beds
secede to gravel
riffles skip backwaters
fast flowing wristy reaches
sluice river boulders
snag on rapids
spasm the waters
in abrasive collisions,

fish ease from
spinning eddies
inconspicuous
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the rub of rock, logs, roots
sprays crystal white noise
covers every move,

in the deep pools
beneath banks undercutting
stands of spotted gum,

2
I sketch the pirouettes
of songless fish
exposing paper cuts
in rivergums wading
the fish-scale braille
etched, burred and
combed by the breeze
fluttering like a bird

pieces of the
world vanish

struggling in

and though crack

weightless inversions,

ed

from silvered turbulence

the lubricated body

a wedge of current

remains clamped to its banks

fract

through accumulated rain

ures the river

a sea-level centre of gravity

prizing trees

or some hidden machinery

from their memory of mercury, of sinks and pipes,
a river s

from
l

birth
I

one
d

plus
e

one
s

d

through a valley
r
o
up to its accurate ridges

p

aligned to bounce raindrops
the simplest way
obstinate water
is compelled
to make the sea,
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in good faith we suppose
the sea’s so very large
and effortlessly beautiful,
under a fat blue sky
our eyes filter the earth
leaching acids and phosphates,

don’t drink the water,

4
shiny parrots
squirt play-dough colours
through the French windows,
there’s no room to spare
for the linearity
we expect from drawing
scribbled backdrops
with flighty leaves
pinned to wood,
the vertical brushwork
forming rivers
running down the globe,
instead of television
a piano plays the drawing room
I drop a clumsy blues
onto a strange key
invented by a child
who may have done anything,

ripe November lilies
posed in vases may
be weeds, either way
scent’s a reasonable
if innocent expectation
from a fistful of cut stems,

from the verandah
the scene slips
more or less truthfully
over the shaved lawn
littered with fruit trees
down through a frieze
of sedge and rushes
across the river
shining like hair
to patterns cultivated
in alluvial terracing,
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5
by carefully noticing

beachcombing risks

a fly’s folded prisms

anything, I mine

a seed’s symmetry

a shell’s impotent voice

nests, roots etcetera

from the sand

or carelessly noting

in a game of blindfold

the loose moon

mimicking the painter

bouncing through

who only picked flowers at night

the diagram of stars

so mornings would astonish her,

I imagine cruelty

or the rigorous music lovers

being explained

who burnt needles red hot

like any other

to thread the sight of songbirds

remarkable fact,

onto incurable music,

it’s not about

or rigorous scientists

uncovering clues,

isolating singularities,

understanding emerges

the coherence of rivers

from the shifting currents
more a clarification of
what we know in our bones,

sorting rock into sediment
can be viewed as
‘hydraulic computers’,

6
Thurlow’s Biblical myths
and mysteries
explains nothing of
your source of respiration,
I notice Nolan’s signature
in Art and Text
and a musical lesson by Balthus
on the history of erotic art
the myths by now internalised
and not as interesting
as the crucifixions
that face each other
transfigured telegraph poles
risen from the drowned river bed,
in the shallows

or lying in the grass
to view a celestial tree
and follow directions
from its branches
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between tides

or sitting on the banks

the littoral literal
hope seasonal,
sap oscillating
adapting

to watch it slit another route
across the valley floor

or jump

meandering to a different form
a marine breath,

impressionist expressionist
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from ‘Each Single Day’ - Lake St Claire
Narcissus Hut Walk 1
The boat drops us onto duckboards at the head of the lake, as mist turns to
drizzle. The diesel stink and engine throb evaporate as we pass through
compact communities of mosses, lichens and liver worts, jostling outcrops
of sphagnum moss, white crystalline structures. Fractals of stone Ruskin
or Samuel Prout could trace with an eye for the sculptural detail of past
civilisations, among cushion plants, hard, tough leafed, dense beds
crowned by scarlet, flesh-eating sundews. The labyrinth of shifting
identities, merge like geological eras or brushstrokes of shaded washes or
the seasons. It’s a dream of origins in cold rain driving hard through a
sparse avenue of ti-trees.

Imagining the Ecological

The word ecology slews across a science developed in the 1920s, the
study of ecosystems and green politics to a view that everything is
interconnected. Goethe echoed the mystics’ desire to be submerged
(which Eastern philosophy anticipated long ago). The Romantics who
followed supposed nature not static, a given but dynamic, linking all
living things to the cosmos
Les Murray suggests, ‘Ecological consciousness . . . is a new form of a
very ancient sense of the interrelatedness of all things.’ And Mircea Eliade
revealed these archaic roots – traditional cultures view the earth and lifeforms as energised, as living spirit. Gaia, deep ecology and its

A ragged front of eucalypts pen open ground to imaginary field. Stepping

predecessor, pantheism, share this worldview. Jonathan Bate even asserts

from the marsh engages remnants of Gondwana. Only the largest trees,

(mistakenly I believe) that Wordsworth believed in ‘what in our time the

loudest calls, most vivid tracery of flight or glimpses of dolerite-sharp

ecologist James Lovelock has called the Gaia hypothesis, the idea that the

Mount Ida across the lake haunted by glaciers, deflect attention from the

whole earth is a single, vast, living, breathing ecosystem.’

woven forest floor. Debris, fingernails of beaten bronze, calibrations the

Murray is correct but does not go far enough, into the epistemological,

colour ‘brown’ can’t match, blown from giant myrtles, Kings of
Gondwana.
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Antarctic fossil, majestic relative of the beech retiring among coachwood
and pencil pines, (spurious nomenclature from the leaf shape).

referential context with ‘reality’, thus a ‘cultural ecology’ or ‘ecological
politics.’ William Paulson characterises the contextual nature of
knowledge in the dialectic of nature / culture as, ’a form of knowledge,

Scarves of moss and lichen clad weeping boughs of sassafras.

designated in different sites by terms such as ecology, context theory,

Leatherwood, large trees manufacturing dainty ovoid leaves are in flower,

cybernetic holism, or complex adaptive systems.’

apple-blossom petals shower the path, a sweet-scented epithalamium. The

An ecological philosophy using Taoism, quantum mechanics, process

intersecting roots slip networks of stoppages as we walk into late summer

philosophy and cognitive science can revolutionise how we think of

noticing every orchid and fallen tree bearing communities of moss

ourselves in the world. The fact we are animals comes first.

blanketing moss and lichen. The fecund green flesh crowned by assorted
fungi and fern clambering over the living too.
You have to step carefully, load each step
onto the ground, feel the spine
of every hungry root, balancing
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Narcissus Hut Walk 2

The Peculiar Notion of Biodiversity

Growth tunnels into the form of darkness where everything eventually

The concept of biodiversity is fundamental to this task. Any definition of

returns and seeds lie waiting. As B walks the ground springs back into

such a powerful concept mutates readily but simply put, biodiversity is

place, concealed watercourses squeezing some comprehension of what

sum of and the foundations of life and relies on the ecology of reciprocal

resolves in symbiosis, in this green-glazed languor vague anticipation of
detritus. Fallen timber borders seed the notion of garden, incapable of
resisting leafy open vowels and alliterative branches, sentences
improvised grammar. We lunch at Echo Point, beach strewn with

relations with the living and non-living environment. It’s a dynamic
process (not a ‘balance of nature’) even in the climax stage when a forest
is half dead bit the trees all alive, from their roots to the crowns where the
wedgetail eagles nest.

driftwood and grey trees half-submerged at angles water gives to land like
the Alaskan coast, littered with lumber and b&w photographs of totems
leaning over decaying villages. History here is lost to wild entropy.

Of all species that have ever existed, 99.9% are extinct. Extinction is as
natural a part of evolution but the rate of extinction has increased
dramatically due to human activity. But it is much more than species

Emerging into open forest we feed on the scent of apple gum and birds

extinction, it is about fundamental life processes, possible future needs,

sound again in the face. Ears swallow hard. Fungi proliferate, teasing the

medicine, food, cultural and existence values. The planet’s living

hungry or intoxicate thick steaks of bracket fungus display smooth-white

processes, to which we belong, are the result of twelve billion years of

bottoms, a Brancusi exhibit, of creamy globular forms growing fresh
spores too dark to photograph despite an opaque luminosity.
Fungi build a rubberised form
a flexible bending mystery
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pointing to the interior life of things

the new genre of nature writing, which alerted the public to their
increasing alienation from nature and emphasised both awareness of the

Mount Olympus swells over a ceremonial canopy of myrtle and celery-tip

environmental crisis and appreciation of the aesthetics of ‘nature’.

pine. Each step begins a new habitat and springs a bric-a-brac surprise. An

‘Wildness’ is not wilderness but the natural world. This marks Thoreau’s

opening of mature eucalypts looms from low shoaling cloud; Doric

shift, half through drafting Walden, from a poetic to a more empirical (as

columns support a swaying frieze of incoming thornbills, tips of rococo

he said ‘distinct and scientific’) way of depicting nature. It led to the

efflorescence pigments and leaves. Pademelons, fur-holed, blackened by

ecocentric nature writing of the Journal, and later natural history writing.

bites hammer down a gully like a heart beating in the breeding season. A

His climb of Mt Ktaadn, related in ‘Maine Woods’ was most influential, It

detour to Platypus Bay collects wild berries, small sustaining tastes drying

was ‘treacherous country . . . This was that earth of which we have heard,

the mouth, the sand drags. Cloud has a stranglehold over Traveller’s
Range. The light’s being sucked from the sky.

made out of Chaos and Old Night. Here was no man’s garden, but the
unhandselled globe . . . It was Matter, vast, terrific.’

After nine hours we get back. A ranger knocking off reveals the neo-

Continuing damage to ecosystems, the destruction and fragmentation of

classical mirage to be a turbine hall recently emptied of all machinery but

habitat, represents a major threat to biodiversity. Conservation is urgent,

a listed building and source of complaint by visitors imagining wilderness.

but so too is modifying how we in the first world modify our consumerist
lives.
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Landscape Proof
Small shallow square unique
shielded by a mantle of Ice Age detritus
a lake the colour of blended whisky
supplied from skeletal peat soils
rooted in bog sedge and button grass

We reached the beautiful lakes, which
we named Lake Pedder and Lake
Maria, lying in the heart of the most
romantic scenery and being
surrounded by lofty mountains.
John Wedge, April 1835.

drained from the Franklands to the north
and leaking from sparse wooden hills
rising slackly to the Sentinels south.
Penetration is a wild twelve days walk.
~
Star of the repertoire was a beach
of fine grained quartz-white sand blushed pink
wide enough for planes, endemic worms
and crustacea lounging in the interstices
of sand grains. Three original caddis flies
and a fish Galaxias peddensis are probably extinct.

The real evidence has, of course been
prematurely buried . . . The best
attempt to re-create something of the
feeling of the place is probably by
means of the “audio-visual”
productions.
Lake Pedder Action Committee, formal
submission to Lake
Pedder Committee of Enquiry, 1972.

Still legible to divers, the luminous dunes
lie submerged as if held down by stones.
Trout grow fat with the weight of water.
~
The atlas marks retrospective names
glossing a disturbed topography
the area’s unstable appetite for ice.
Landforms effervesce and weather down
but we graze radiance so violently
Lake Pedder is bent abruptly out of shape.

Benefits would include:
greater scenic appeal with reflections
of many miles of spectacular
mountain ranges in the new lake,
compared to a length of about two
miles with the present lake.
Why Lake Pedder is being enlarged,
Hydro Electric Commission, 1972
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Everyday we demolish reality and everyday
a new form emerges is cut to shape
and floated into place even as decay sets in.
~
The elite demand healthy appetites
more power to heat what’s cold, cook what’s
raw wash what’s dirty for complete satisfaction.
I dip my tongue into geology’s lexicon
and net the transparent taste of ‘sag pond’.
In this environment marinas edge out poems.
Language sinks through the wash of information,
the word ‘lake’ introduces white swans to me

I have camped here on this island for
five months now. Destruction is
imminent and I shall have to leave. . .
It is raining now as I write this; a
swell is up on the lake and minor
erosion continues. Tomorrow the sun
will be evaporating the rain. So you
see how precariously balanced is the
continued existence of the dune and
its ecology?
Letter to newspapers (unpublished), Chris
Tebbutt, 1972.

suggesting logic will never prove the same again.
~
Water’s a substance best not left to chance,
we monitor and manage its turbulent behaviour
as best we can. Enterprise diverts rivers
reclaiming ground and losing ground to
ambitious compositions - Large Walls with Turbines
addicted to technology improving things.

It seems incredible that this could
happen . . . [the Government] have to
promote the new lake - “much better
than the old; bigger and better”.
Max Angus, artist. Public meeting, Hobart
Town Hall, 1976.

At the beach vigil, mourners sacrificed a statue
of Truganini, the waters have doused her eyes no-one else but you knows what’s happening.
~
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In the equilibrium of object/subject, a hand-held
camera shoots the last impatient thylacine
pacing a black and white cage in Hobart Zoo.
Revived, it steps out warily from behind
tall grasses, a logo cashing the slogan
Discover Tasmania the Natural State.

The inundation was such a tragic
event, comparable with the
destruction of a world famous church
or temple
Dr Keil, psychologist, witness to the Lake
Pedder Committee of Enquiry.

Nearly half the flora is foreign and the waters
run with carp, trout, redfin, goldfish
thriving in the ice melt of the river systems.
~
What evidence can poets present a committee?
From Ink Lake my hand flows away
seeding words onto the drowned anatomy.
Amidst chatter these small symbols
cultivate earth, touch tongues and interfere

The Committee sought opinions from
several witnesses qualified in artistic
matters.
Lake Pedder Committee of Enquiry, Final
Report.

reminding us, being human is hypothetical
and that of all the arguments, a poem is one too.
Back in the body even as we talk
the miracle of earth is ebbing away.
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Millennium
Imagine catastrophe - the end of manufacture
with worms, bacteria, nematodes all in place
weeds like trad already working the joints.
Lantana, privet, cotoneaster use restless roots
minute crowbars working night and day.
Mortar crumbles, masonry falls, soils form
narratives from plant litter, mosses, lichen.
Botanic flesh walks the streets,
understoreys of angophora, acacia
and pittosporum flower and seduce
passing insects. Birds arrive, seed disperses,
native reinforcements battle the exotics.
Fire and tree roots push tall buildings over
floods flush eroded banks, animals splash about
like dogs. Nutrients seep and settle everywhere.
Raptors start nesting in the derelict towers.
The city becomes alchemised, steel rusts
and bloated bursts from its concrete cladding.
Form flows into form, pets converge on the feral
end of the beginning, detritus covers the tracks
with weird healing. In other words, it could look
as if the past has caught up with us. Survivors
keep to the shadows in the disembowelled city
anticipating the arrival of the first archaeologist.
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War Poems
‘Don’t Mention the War’
North Head, Sydney, Sept 2002
Living in a wide landscape are the flowers –
Rosenberg I only repeat what you were saying –
the shell and the hawk every hour
are slaying men and jerboas . . . Keith Douglas d 1944
Behind Ned Kelly’s rectangular visor
fronting a World War II bunker
I sweep a dilated Pacific.
No migrating whales but a loose pod
of 50 dolphins surf stampeding waves
shearwaters ride beneath radar range.
The enemy comes out of the east
sunrise is accurate, bearings regenerated
by the natural rhythm of a vernal equinox.
The sun hits hot, not yet seven,
bush flies baptise a first day of summer
by scavenging nose and ears.
Two ravens fiddle with a rough-twigged nest,
ritual affection is perched right on the edge
of sandstone’s papier collé, a lacerated
gestalt of colour and texture, precarious face
in the hands of rock falls and wind fray.
We retreat and watch the city
sprinkled down to the water’s edge.
A peregrine falcon cruises overhead,
all relaxed power and beautiful aggression.
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A brown quail, elegant in grey, blends
back into the scrub. Honeyeaters climb the masts
of flowering grass trees, boldly feed and display.
When was word the ‘war’ freshly minted?
On a morning like this, flush with song?
Or inside the elusive speech of a rhyming moon?
Or dusk, plugged by a blood-red sky
which stains. A rub of smog tools my horizon.
There’s no substitute for committing peace.
Yesterday in Parliament our foreign minister said
‘Don’t mention the war.’ I just kept waiting, waiting
for the comic goosestep (‘I think I got away with it’).
(War from werra – confusion, discord, strife).

March
From the start of the bombing, mid -March 2003, for a few weeks, I wrote a poem a day and
remained ignorant of the news, avoiding all media about the war.
March 18
Coogee Beach
‘. . . this is the staring unsleeping
Eye of the earth; and what it watches is not our wars.’
Robinson Jeffers
After swimming in fertile waters beyond the tilting waves
B wanders away to finish the roll, (I want to load
the peace readings onto the Net).
The world dozes, she’s not back - blue becomes a memory
emptier than black, a sublime and polished emptiness,
phosphenes or mitochrondria graze my field of vision.
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If governments want war bring back swords,
make it personal, blanched flesh of school history
turns the pages but finds no apology for the massacres,
or claims of shootings Anangu in the swinging 60s.
Fight barefoot along this wrack of shell weed and plastic
bluebottles, small inflated wontons trailing poison.
I mould my back into the sand and listen for the pressure waves
travelling the Diamantina Fracture Zone, into Crozet Basin
lapping the Mascarone Plateau and falling into the Indus Fan.
On the turn, the tide gains sudden momentum,
sloppy top-heavy waves dump a girl, lost to sight;
ragged spray trips on the cliffs further south,
repeatedly the sea flops onto land,
a stubborn mechanics circulates the globe
sloping from the horizon’s glinting wire
I hear my physical pulse, my own meat
that on average will beat 3 billion times,
I contain enough iron to make a 3-inch nail
enough sulphur to kill all the fleas on an average dog,
enough carbon to make 900 pencils, and
enough fat to make 7 bars of soap easily.
The sun’s now stinging, heat almost the weight
of a bird’s skull, or clutch of breast feathers.
You listen or float, squeezed in the sea’s muscle.
Sand banks and monitors, talking heads, Pentagon
video games, ruins in the supplements, death wiped clean
with a strong scouring agent. War perfects the instruments
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of death, and seeks originality. War is an artist, a writer
on speed, a concatenation of stories – dramatic, pitiful, exciting,
dedicated to death. So I listen to the sea’s wash.
Beethoven’s visitors found his pianos ruined, out of tune
strings broken by his pounding as he tried to hear the music,
B minor his body weight, slabs of frustration.
He sawed the legs off one machine to feel the sounds,
still improvised for hours, hearing through his fingers
The sound of tanks mobilising in the desert
as an old fruit and veg exhausted climbs the hill.
Just listening to words, not the crack of anti-aircraft fire
explosions, the intimate distance of whispering in the aftermath.
March 19
Whiting Beach
The harbour’s clarified, not one white note
of energy, no one else on the beach. Is this
the tenuous moment of peace on earth, solitary?
I bit my tongue on the ferry – American tourists snapping
the Opera House, talking among themselves. What’s
the big deal?’ ‘Australia’s contributing sweet FA.’
The yachts are now travelling in the opposite direction
in long drawn out bunting of identical sails.
Wednesday’s race day. If nothing’s equal, what’s fair?
A yacht at anchor noses round, the sail
launches a swaying reflection onto wet sand
a concrete blessing Plato would not have received.
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A man appears from below, leans over and works
a rhythm, hand over hand, pulling Amadeus
free of the harbour’s deep blue gravity.
The concert of pile drivers pounding behind
the skittish scrub-wrens, building a new interactive
of the Australian bush, backyard to farmyard with ‘wildness.’
The lawns of Kirribilli House are gracile, unused,
perfect. There’s no sign of life, or of our leader
or increased security.
The Opera House sails are streaked,
men hang from the top trying to wash away
the bloody smear - NO WAR.
March 22
1
I read Nestor’s speech on Troy, ‘There all the best of us
then were slain; there lies warlike Ajax, there Achilles,
there Patroclus, god-like in counsel, and there lies my dear son . . ‘
The heroes, well loved by the gods, fall into that darkest night headfirst.
Death takes no prisoners, neither does Homer. The gods enjoy
the spectacular gladiators and tracer bullets ripping the night sky.
From the verandah, watch with a neighbour, a massive
cloud quarrel and then stars emerge from under the magician’s coat.
Time to turn away inside, faithful to the hum of electricity.
B’s back from collating squares for a quilt, the ‘Wild Susans’ gift
for Luce’s baby, the craft Victorian, its techne extraordinary
even as Iraqi women are being discounted again.

2
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I’ve voted early, the polling station’s quiet
the pencils’ still sharp, my mark so underwhelming
yet women died for it and men died for it.
I still don’t know how the war is going, work at the garden,
prune out-of-control ivy. It’s just another war,
the world's had 300 odd since No2.
People will be dying quickly like Webern who stepped out for a smoke
and was shot by a US soldier three times in the stomach
or slowly, like Iraqi kids starved in their hundreds of thousands.
Or Pope, his spine and rib cage spongiform, caved in,
his kidneys failed, memory abandoned, like friends over the years.
His unconsummated love still strong for Martha Blount
(after mum died). He wrote his last letter, ‘I love you
upon unalterable Principles, which make me feel my heart
the same to you as if I saw you every hour – adieu.’
Happiness in love is nothing to write about, not like
the wind blowing a ‘d’ across my beer bottle, not surprised
by such easy happiness, though I’ve no job, little money,
life is holding together like a unified theory of everything,
Relativity and Quantum Mechanics, elementary particles and
the expansion of the universe – just leaving out love and death,
or Wilson’s notion of Consilience - that the diverse disciplines
can all be integrated if one can screw scientific Discovery
into humanistic Wisdom, still leaving this war inexplicable.
March 23
My hand runs along the spines, selects with minimal consciousness
Robert Wyatt, the strength of the old school,
his first after his accident with fate, contingency, emergency
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Ivor Cutler knows we talk to machines now,
‘I smash up the telly and what’s left of the broken phone.’
It’s been raining all night and still dark
Lloyd and Janet come for the full English and over coffee
we discuss house minding and Bernard William’s book on Truth,
the poets argued with the philosopher.
Into town for the Peace march, I meet up with Mike
and bump into Linda, no longer moving to Guatemala
or to Port Kembla. She laughs, ‘I’m so indecisive’
and rattles her steward’s bucket.
Susan Nasser ‘a Palistinian activist’, begins
by quoting Pilger, ‘How have we got to this point?’
It’s easy, the sliding momentum clear since September
on the back of, inserted into, rubbed vigorously
fundamentalist evangelical politics.
Her rhetoric works, well I clap and whistle in reply to,
‘The size and frequency of the protests against this war
around the globe make it the most rejected war in history.’
Helicopters zigzag news surveillance, a swat team moves in
to gently extricate an agitated man from the stage enclosure.
I still refuse to watch or listen to the war, or argue
now it’s begun. I’m to the side of the stage and can’t avoid my first news,
the PA broadcasts to 40,000 spread up to the Moreton Bay figs
staking the ridgeline - the Turkish army has crossed into the Kurdish north.
A well dressed middle aged Arabic woman holding a miniature
Sanyo radio cassette player is arguing, ‘But it’s gorgeous.’
An organiser tells her, ‘The point is we are an organisation.
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A lot of consideration has gone into the order of speakers.’ She’s upset.
‘No I’m sorry. What gives you the right to squeeze someone else off the program.’
She calms down and takes the details of where to apply next time.
I write her attempt to have a voice, her voice
and afterwards meet Evonne, Arthur Boyd’s widow,
launching Anna’s Bundanon Cantos. I tell her I’ll send her
my Bundanon poem (sent to Surrey in manuscript ten years ago).
A poem about rivers, their mysterious life and light and the war
we wage to control them.
Later, the rain plays hard and fast,
Brook and I are drinking beer watching the final,
Australia is well on top.
March 24
‘I wake and feel the fell of dark, not day.’ G. M. Hopkins
A black dawn - ponds brimming to the moss,
the ginger tom takes off when the back door opens.
Still no sign of war. I have refused any news worried
I’ll enjoy the sight of F111s, beautiful machines
the narrative of harmless winning, of strategy and evil,
the mystery and misery lost in the hardware spin.
I dig out Forbes’ ‘Love Poem’ from the last Gulf War,
‘Spent tracer flecks Baghdad's / bright video game sky.’
He was knowledgeable and ‘at ease’ ‘with military technology.’
The poem shelters loneliness and exposes truth
‘I watch the west / do what the west does best.’
but there’s new military constructions of the alphabet.
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I’m in love and she loves me, at Cracow we ate wild boar
avoided Auschwitz because I’m a poet
and would have used the occasion to write.
A poem unable to name all those slain by the celebrities,
names like Bianor and Oileus, Iphition,
Hippothous, Xanthus and Thoon,
all young men with parents, some with sisters, all soldiers
in the good old days, all promising results from Cain, Abel
and Seth’s stellar nucleo-synthetic pathways.
Flexibility with robustness conserves self-assembled
lovers, evolved, entropic, reversed, braced, backed
into a corner of earth, acolytes in ceremonies of war.
We have stolen their smiles and their memories.
We have borrowed their skins and furled them.
We have used their foreignness to fuel the difference.
March 25
Fresh skinks are emerging fizzing in the leaves, their movement
is their form. Some passing by turn their head and look up
see a vast figure, seen without memory.
Nothing is memorised in a garden – no prayers, no hymns.
I slap a mosquito on my arm, and scare mynas off the gum tree.
A gardener is a steward, a garden is a retreat from dust and blood
but the tomatoes are finished and herbs do not feed a body,
bulbulls pick through the wisteria, whimpering on each swift take-off.
I’m reading a journal from 69, Vietnam demos, Living Theatre,
Summerhill, and the Chicago Democratic Convention.
‘On stage, Julian Beck – bald pate, long locks on the fringe,
a Chinese monkey – sits cross-legged on the stage and chants,
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first, lines from a poem, ‘End the wars, End the wars, End the wars,’
History as Gass says, startles, more so when reminded of a style of time
when you were young and prophesied changing tomorrow’s narrative.
March 26
Reflection is on offer without the news bullet-ins, or reception,
a state Wordsworth first located near Tintern Abbey
having walked there over Salisbury Plain, three days without food.
He was high, I’m not and a lot of people right now
are a lot lower, far below sea level,
‘the motion of our human blood’ is gushing like oil.
Peter M emailed – has been busy with the demos and work
but taken time in the back yard ‘to watch the grass’ grow grow grow
(so fluidly after the recent rains). I’ve been in mine, managing
with Marinetti among others - who declared war was sublime,
explicit in his words and actions, fighting as an old man till 1942.
Actions range from the heartmuscle convulsing
each breathtaking memento of this being aliveness
‘We see into the life of things’ by engagement rests
resisting ‘asleep’ by the Tao, pushing hands, in touch, touching
I catch the ferry to the Union office, do some work
the bus back is late, I miss a lecture on the art of East Kimberleys
Rover Thomas etc. ripening ochres working country.
The body feeling the powerful twin-engines
the wind buffeting, the face, the impulses
overwhelming surface attention to blueness
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March 27
Muhammad was 40 when the angel mentioned, ‘Thou art
the Messenger of God and I am Gabriel.’
My baby brother is 40 today and holding his breath.
It’s 40 years since Silent Spring alerted us to fragility
of the environment, to techno disasters and now
ecocide, the marshes in southern Iraq destroyed.
A Vietnam Veterans Counselling Service leaflet asks,
‘Need to talk to Someone?’ What will this war trigger?
The navigation of anxiety follows well-trodden paths:
drugs, drinks, amygdala stuck to on, nightmares, violence
and suicide. It’s as archaic as Beowulf, or the enthusiasm of
rifle club members who sailed from Sydney to fight in the Crimea.
People are walking up Enmore Rd carrying cardboard boxes
What’s happening, whose counting the almanac of life, the 2.5 billion
beats on a fundamentalist’s heart, or an atheist’s in Baghdad.
I’m tempted now - tempted by the titillation of moving images,
explosions, tactical killing, tempted to take sides, thereby
hoping for death. I pick up McClure’s Huge Dreams in a sale,
Ginsberg’s prominent on the cover of a wheel load of beats,
dark, balding, bearded, memory fails, How did he die?
A recent study found men with beards are much more likely to stroke.
Reading about August 2, 1990, the day Iraq began the last Gulf war,
by democracy’s messenger, US Marine, sniper-scout Anthony Swofford.
‘After hearing the news of imminent war in the Middle East,
we march in a platoon formation to the base barber and get
fresh high-and-tight haircuts. And no wonder we call
ourselves jarheads - our heads look just like jars.
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Then we send a few guys downtown to rent all of the war movies they can
get their hands on. They also buy a hell of a lot of beer. For three days we sit
in our rec room and drink all of the beer and watch all of those damn movies,’
Soldiers found him reading The Iliad in a Humvee out in the desert.
‘That's some heavy dope, sniper. Cool,’ they gasp, unaware Achilles said,
‘I shall accept my fate whenever Zeus wills to accomplish it.’
For Lynda’s birthday we try a new Greek restaurant up the road
the three-piece band play a funky piece, yet mournful piece
I wander over, Byzantine, Turkish, they say, updated.
They’ve been playing together six years,
and still don’t have a name. Civilisation is updated,
we order cautiously on a new low carb diet.
March 28
The sky is overcast, The stars are darkened,
The celestial expanses quiver,
The bones of the earth-gods tremble. The Pyramid Texts
After a week, I’ve cracked - tune to the world service, connect
to the Net, learn little, too far from meaningful action
even with embedded journos – after a week, talk is dollar costs.
John Carey argues news has taken religion's place,
we continually live as survivors escaping the precise drift
of bullets, it’s always someone else’s death.
I want to know, without horse-shit or heroes, am I free
of my ‘trivial routines, and a habitual daily illusion
of communication with a reality greater than’ myself?
A girl huddled in a photograph is cropped free
of her missing leg. I can’t pronounce her name.
I don’t know her name but have seen the child
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with no mouth, the child with no arms, the child
with no stomach, the child with no lips and the child
with no colour. I’ve heard the child with no voice,
the child impossible to wake, the child impossible to love
without a priest or mullah. I’ve smelt the child perfumed for carrion,
a child blindfolded, tortured by pain. I’ve held a child
holding a child, holding a child, an earthbound child,
a child heaving with rats, a child from a train wreck
whose face disappears inside her own bowels.
Bereaved parents wail lamenting at the funerals,
electric with potential for love, for children,
silent, traumatised, silent, immobile, silent.
March 29
’If we dislike the pornography of death, then we must give back to death – natural
death – its parade and publicity.’ Michael Gorer
Our Moroccan newsagent growls, ‘What are you buying a paper for?
To read bullshit about the war? I laugh,
protest my innocence - I need the job section
and entertainment: note an Indonesian festival
and read Kruszelnicki’s myths on colds caused by over a hundred different viruses.
There’s lift out just for war full of maps. Blush complain
of human rights abuses, POWs filmed - what of pre-emptive strikes
and missiles killing fifty overnight in a market?
Blame technology. Laughable though our niece was incensed
and emailed saying its not fair on the families and against
the Geneva convention. She received a long reply.
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Been reading the rock pastorals of Roland Robinson
I head off early to the Art Gallery, to catch rock in
‘True Stories, the Art of the East Kimberley‘,
but end up at the MCA and instead of rock and sand
find ‘Liquid Sea’, diachronically from the 1880s
Leoplod & Rudolf Blaschka museum models
of Dresden-glass tube worms, Terebella conchileca
the tube coated with the grit and sand stuck to it,
mimetic enough for poesis.
the sea ‘s instillation of light primary colour
slow hearts of jellyfish beating everywhere
digital, film and video installations.
Evidence through blue glass, flashes of rays
in Joan Brassil’s Quay Vie, ‘fleeting moments of the cosmos
at this – our Place Here and Now.’
Reading Marvell’s pastoral georgics,
Damon the mower doing all the violence
a ridiculous figure, grassland must be cropped/cut/mown
to survive arboreal ambitions. Ecocide is what’s been
happening in the Madan county of southern Iraq.
On the way to a birthday party, the most normal of rituals
compared to Corn Gods, sacrifice, or the procession of Ra
we celebrate life – or, getting older now, convert to
memento moris, cards with humour that bites your bum.
Over dinner, Dennis tells the story of finding a Sidney Long
in a Parisian flea market, bringing it back for healthy profit
and returning to unearth a Streeton. I think of Chatwin’s ‘eye’.
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After desert Ian asks me to read a poem from this sequence
I brought as a present. He thought it inspired.
I laughed, how long will this war last?
walking in the rain,
a bus stops,
simple happiness.
A crowd dispersing at Enmore Theatre, the Dixie Chicks’
roadies moving out great black blocks of equipment,
off the radio in the States for attacking Bush,
and death threats - about Bush and the war in London a few days ago.
Patriotism is supporting the process by which neighbours jostle peacefully
not do or die for a demented imperialist foreign policy.
March 30
New day, new time, gained an hour and
I don’t drive - the average person will spend 2 weeks
of their lifetime waiting for traffic-lights to change.
And I don’t shave - a man will spend on average
3,350 hours shaving. Sun’s up, too much to do on my thesis.
I play Bach’s sonatas for viola de gamba loud
The close of No1 soars expressively,
I check the emails, spam ignores war
mqcsn@excite.com sends me
Grow your Penis Safely and Naturally
I try to work instead but such a beautiful morning
we head off to the festival
Terimma kase appreciated at the satay stall
the Governor of Jakarta mentions strained governmental relations
but that the people remain friendly
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appeals us to visit Bali, recovering from the bombing
The first band of Marimbas made of wood from north Sulesesi
start up. They play Indonesian pop music,
a singer joins them, belts out ‘O Sole Mio’ - no sign of a gamelan.
Globalisation still springs surprises.
Aussie school kids are awarded prizes for their essays in the language
standing out in the welter of words – ‘yellow pages group’
sponsorship, product placement here – in this poem
things go better with . . .
The MC, a feisty woman in traditional gold-patterned >>>
acknowledges a long list of sponsors, but not the Gadigal peoples,
She says the trouble with traditional costume is you can’t bend over
Then the dancers perform, fluent and precise, watching closely
one smile, watching her hands manoeuvre the music, then her feet
and hips, and age, her cheekbones, the slight swell beneath her costume.
March 31
Thinking of becoming anti-American, seeing the rain
has eased going to the shops, first checking
the duck in the oven then remembering
the kindness of a young mother in New Orleans
seeing B weighed down stopping and
giving her a lift, baby in the back.
and crossing one of those invisible inviolable borders,
some black guys started throwing bottles
glass exploded all around, shrapnel –
But first we made love before getting up
happy to have no kids, but to have each other
I read that childless couples are on average happier.
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I just want to be happy, as the song goes, poetry
comes second, Keats wrote to Reynolds in 1817:
‘I find that I cannot exist without poetry -- without eternal poetry –
half the day will not do -- the whole of it -- I began with a little,
but habit has made me a Leviathan -- I had become
all in a Tremble from not having written anything of late.’
War shakes us, demonstrators shouting at police,
shock jocks raising their VU levels,
war poems and love poems share so much
I went to get the paper, and have just posted
some poems from this sequence to Barry Hill
for the news.
A hundred years later Apollinaire wrote:
‘Young man
You are full of joy your memory is full of blood
Your soul is also red
With joy
You have absorbed the life of those who died close to you
You have the qualities of decision
It is 1700 hrs. and you would know how to
Die’
from ‘Cornflower’
Alain-Fournier wrote to Jacques Riviere, his friend, in 1906, ‘Neither philosophy nor art or
literature is worth the years of life lost studying it.’ If I live long enough, I will have spent 24
years asleep dreaming over 100, 000 dreams. Oh and
there are 1 million ants for every person in the world.
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Appendix 1

David Hartley and Romantic ambivalence

Coleridge’s neo-Platonism underpinned his rejection of David Hartley who popularised Associationism
through hypothesising a physiological basis for a naturalistic psychology - integrating emotion and the
unconscious into an understanding of cognition.
‘The origin and primitive form of the language game is a reaction; only from this can more
complicated forms develop. Language - I want to say – is a refinement, 'in the beginning was the
deed'.’
Wittgenstein quoting Goethe1

Enlightenment empiricist philosophers, such as Thomas Hobbes, represented the mind as tabula rasa.2
Modern Associationism began as an afterthought when Locke rejected innate ideas.3 Descartes first
underpinned it scientifically with a physiology of behaviour.4 From Hobbes (1650), to Hume (1750), and on
to Skinner and Behaviourism, 200 years later, intelligence was presumed to be simply the association of
ideas, cumulatively constructing the world from our perceptions and experience. David Hartley (1749)
hypothesised a physiological basis for a naturalistic psychology - integrating emotion and the unconscious
into an understanding of cognition.5
‘To Hartley, the term mind is that ‘to which we refer the sensations, ideas, pleasures, pains and
voluntary motions.’ It is, in other words, a hyper-complex idea, a constellation of ‘relations’.’
Richard Allen6

During the 18th C, logic and rationality (reason) took precedence over imagination. Associationists viewed
imagination as a mechanistic operation linking existing data, and of little value compared to rationality.7
Kant rejected Hume's associative account that all our ideas are derived from experiences of particulate
perceptions, arguing that the imaginative synthesis is governed by a priori rules, or schemata.8 In the 1780s,
Herder claimed the imagination was the real link between body and mind,9 and from this time, imagination
came to be seen as an energising process fusing heterogeneous elements into a unity with intention (e.g.
Erasmus or Darwin).10 The Romantic poets and philosophers emphasised the concept of imagination, and
Coleridge made it central to his notion of poetry.11 Coleridge read Hartley in the 1790s and initially
supported Associationism’s physiological psychology, and its subversion of Cartesian dualism.12 In 1801,
under the influence of German philosophers (Kant, Fichte and Schelling), Coleridge rejected empiricism, and
turned to idealism as an answer to Cartesian dualism and materialism. He discredited a physiological
explanation of mind, and ‘the chaos of association’, worried that it was too passive and mechanical to
explain free will, the soul, imagination, or Platonic truths.13 It was his neo-Platonism that underpinned his
rejection of Hartley,14 though his terminology and arguments are unclear and his account (basically a
‘Defence of Poetry’) confused.15 John Sutton states, ‘In answer to free-will-mongering critics like Coleridge
and Thomas Reid, [Richard] Allen shows that, for Hartley, our most voluntary acts are not those detached
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from causality and circumstance, but those in which our bodies are most deeply engaged and immersed in
their world.’16 Wordsworth’s aesthetics was heavily influenced by the Associationist tradition:17
‘I have said that each of these poems has a purpose. I have also informed my Reader what this
purpose will be found principally to be: namely to illustrate the manner in which our feelings and
ideas are associated in a state of excitement. But, speaking in language somewhat more appropriate,
it is to follow the fluxes and refluxes of the mind when agitated by the great and simple affections of
our nature.’
Wordsworth, ‘Preface to Lyrical Ballads’ (1802)18

By the 19th C Associationism was orthodoxy and empiricists went to work on the problem.
However, simple Associationism won’t do. Stephen Pinker, Noam Chomsky, and Richard Dawkins have
shown important aspects of innateness. Behavioural geneticists have studied monozygotic twins reared apart,
and demonstrated degrees of specificity in the genome. The environment has natural cues that culture cannot
change, for instance, fear of snakes.19 Then there’s the modular theory of evolutionary psychology.
The earlier program of cognitive science, which presumed that mental processes are defined syntactically
and logically, like rule-governed sentences, has failed.20 Seeking to locate a specific thought, memory, or
word, in a specific neural area is a ‘category mistake’;21 the fundamental ongoing contextualisation of
meaning depends on vast tacit background knowledge, mostly unarticulated, together with a plethora of
skilled practices.22 However, language is deeply, and variously, associationist:
‘Language forms carry very little information per se, but can latch on to rich pre-existent networks in
the subjects' brains and trigger massive sequential and parallel activations. Those activated networks
are of course themselves in the appropriate state by virtue of general organization due to cognition
and culture, and local organization due to physical and mental context.’
Gilles Fauconnier23
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Appendix 2

Hominid Brain Size

Overall increases in hominid brain size had stopped by 1.2m years ago, when some African hominids had the
same brain cc as modern humans. Other African ancestors stopped increasing brain cc perhaps 200,000 years
ago, and brains have been shrinking slowly since. So the question is why, during the most rapid period of
brain cc growth, cultural development (as measured by stone tools) hardly changed - then, over a million
years later, in the cultural explosion of early humans, brains actually started getting smaller? The answer is
efficiency and creativity derived from internal structures becoming plastic, together with the use of aids to
help us think and act, through cultural bricolage. Mithen argues that ‘cognitive fluidity’ is a necessary
precondition for culture (technology, science, art, and religion) and, ‘when thoughts originating in different
domains can engage together, the result is an almost limitless capacity for imagination.’24 The paradox is that
the remarkable technological stasis that endured during the Middle Pleistocene suggests that the technical
intelligence these hominids possessed was beyond their awareness or whatever higher level consciousness
was available to them. Subsequent arguments that tool use requires language are disputed by Wynn who
claims it only requires simple beaded use of words not syntax.25
Most thinking is not available to consciousness, but it is consciousness that we find most mysterious within
current paradigms. In 1915, Freud planned to write a series of meta-psychological essays and completed one
on the unconsciousness, ‘with apparent ease in the short period of three weeks, consciousness remained
elusive, and the essay was never written.’26 Emergent interactionist models of the mind-brain relationship are
the most promising to explain the central mystery of consciousness. Alert consciousness is not necessary for
the production of poetry, but the sense of self is central, (e.g. an ‘I’ appears to direct the lyric impulse). This
is to do with a sense of control of cognition and conscious awareness.27 Allport suggests this emerges from
interaction between preconscious, cognitive modules, which function autonomously, asynchronously and in
parallel shifting across modules as changing conditions dictate. The sense of a central agency is merely
emergent property of the system as a whole from orderly flows of cognition.28 These complex interactions
are harmonised in the subject/body, the senses work together with the subject body enabling a profound
phenomenological richness.29 Bickerton notes ‘The paradox of consciousness - that the more consciousness
one has, the more layers of processing divide one from the world - is, like so much else in nature, a trade-off.
Progressive distancing from the external world is simply the price that is paid for knowing anything about
the world at all. The deeper and broader [our] consciousness of the world becomes, the more complex the
layers of processing necessary to obtain that consciousness.’30 Allport argues that terms like knowledge,
belief and decision, are not as we thought them to be in traditional models of cog processes. He talks of
competencies in discourse and is more interested in the pragmatics of how humans use information. Recall
involves ‘a representation that is wholly independent of the original linguistic construction and wording, and
in which inferences made by subject are not subsequently distinguished from propositions contained in the
original text.’31 It is the significance or meaning of what is recalled that determines the way a person retains
and uses the content.
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Most cognitive scientists believes the ‘self’ is constructed out of dynamic processes; Ramachandran thinks
the self illusory, from phantom limbs,32 Edelman & Tononi, and Mark Johnson33 The concept of self derives
the Though John McCrone suggests that there still could a neural landscape identified with the ‘self’ even if
that ‘self’ was socially constructed, perhaps via acquisition of various first person skills of perception,
action, and memory (linguistic and practical competencies).34 Our thoughts and actions are ecological, part
of ongoing processes and practices. We react to the actions of others, language is situated in the dance of
conversation or of thought, channelled by discourse and contexts. We are not self-contained, Cartesian
individuals35, but neither are we Foucault’s powerless objects. John Shotter thinks this because we still think
points in Cartesian terms, ‘we still treat our ordinary everyday, creative use of language - what we do
continuously and spontaneously in our daily practical affairs - as an utter mystery, quite unamenable to any
kind of rational study known to us. The idea that we make different ways of ourselves being available to
ourselves in our dialogues is inaccessible to us.’36 He suggests we should understand language as
constructed/ing our Wittgensteinian different forms of life with their associated language games, and uses the
concept of ‘joint-action’.37
This leads to the ecology of consciousness. Susan Greenfield comprehensively rejects the computer model of
the mind/brain because she thinks the brain is mainly about feelings. Some researchers have described the
brain as being more like a gland than a computer an organ whose function is dominated by the ebb and flow
of hormonal tides. William James (1902) noted different states of consciousness and Colin Martindale has
developed the typologies of: waking, realistic fantasy, autistic fantasy, reverie, hypnagogic and dreaming.38
Greenfield notes that our neuronal connections are there the whole time but what changes quickly are degree
they talk to each other – there is a network that forms and chatters of ¼ sec they form at any one moment
will determine the consciousness, never a but like clouds, never the same twice and always changing. 39
(Though in fact there is evidence they change, eg. Skoyles - cited above -; in reading40 and A. Luria used
basic EEG and lesion data to support his hypothesis that regulatory structures of language grow into the
human brain - particularly the prefrontal cortex.41 Robert Solso used fMRI imaging to observe an artist's
brain while creating and found experienced painters used their 'visual brain' in a different way to control
group.42 The next question is whether a connoisseur would perceive (see the Mona Lisa discussion, Chapter
3.3)
Katy Milton suggests that spider monkeys have larger brains for their body size than howler monkeys as a
consequence of adaptation to food source complexity.43 She hypothesises that big brains imparted a selective
advantage to help us cope with complex and new situations, which sounds reasonable. The brain is designed
to generate appropriate action in response to information from our environments – appropriate behaviour is a
vital for social animals with more complex ways of negotiating their social environments, and itself even
more complex. Why do we need such a large information capacity?44 Complex food sources may be one
reason but Ken Richardson observes, ‘Complexity of social life and increase in brain size seem to have
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evolved rapidly together.’ ‘Humans appear to have evolved a still further method of ‘information acquisition
and storage’ - an interpersonal as well as intrapersonal one - and it is the regulation of such a system, at least
partly, that our huge brains are for.’45 Robin Dunbar's recent work shows a positive correlation between neocortical ratio (the ratio of neo-cortical volume to whole brain volume) and social group size.46 Social
relations are complex but so too are rituals and artistic practices where unpredictability. Human cognition is
not dependent purely on brain size, Einstein’s brain was smaller than average. Evidence suggests that brainto-body ratio measures information-processing ability, a progressive trend in evolution.47
Maxine Sheets-Johnstone maintains that hominid development was made possible not by ‘greater
intelligence’ or ‘a more sophisticated consciousness’ but concretely, by new ways of thinking, conceptual
stepping stones: concept of sound, articulatory gestures, and of making sound oneself, all of which provided
conditions for the invention of a verbal language. She posits as foundational the concept of numbers, of
edges (for flaking stone tools) but her innovation is to stress that these concepts develop through the tactilekinaesthetic body, by touch and movement - the subject hears the sound, feels the chest and voice box, cuts
themselves on the sharp edge.48 She later emphasises movement itself, ‘We come into the world already
moving. Learning to move oneself is the foundation of perceiving the world.’49 What is needed to fill out this
account is Antonio Damasio’s account of emotion as integral to cognition.

A New Defence of Poetry - and New Possibilities from Hypertext to Ecopoetry

213

Appendix 3

Poetry as Adaptation

This thesis is not arguing that poetry offers a survival advantage, though Denis Dutton makes such a claim.
Whereas primates have up to twenty distinct calls, the average human knows about 60,000 words, though
98% of speech uses 4,000 odd words. Survival doesn't require such a huge vocabulary (Richard's and
Ogden's Basic English for international communication uses 850 words.) Dutton hypothesises that excess
vocabulary is explained by sexual selection theory, as a fitness and general intelligence indicator.50 Geoffrey
Miller also points out that, ‘Human language evolved to be much more elaborate than necessary for basic
survival functions. From a pragmatic biological viewpoint, art and music seem a waste of energy, irrelevant
to the business of finding food and avoiding predators. Moreover, if human intelligence and creativity were
so useful, it is puzzling that other apes did not evolve them. 51 Like Dutton, Miller sees fitness as
encompassing more than survival-related traits, encompassing sexual selection and display: ‘culture, rather
than a system for transmitting useful technical knowledge and group benefiting traditions down through the
generations, can be considered an arena for various courtship displays in which individuals try to attract and
retain sexual partners.’ Steven Pinker claims that literature (he specifies fiction) is either evolutionary byproduct (he compares aesthetic pleasure to sugar),52 or adaptation.53 I do not consider poetry a ‘parochial’
strategy (the reversal of complexity, as in flatworm reproduction) and have no desire to explain away the
phenomenology of art (the logical positivists’ and the mathematician G.D. Birkhoff’s reductionist
program),54 nor use poetry as a material for neuro-aesthetics to illuminate how the brain works.55
The pioneering evolutionary psychologists, Tooby & Cosmides, conclude, ‘In sum, we think that art is
universal because each human was designed by evolution to be an artist, driving her own mental
development according to evolved aesthetic principles... Moreover, the ability to remember (or to record on
some kind of medium) how to produce an experience allows the experience to be re-performed, and hence
successively elaborated and perfected.’56 However they provide little evidence for their explanation of
mimesis, or notion that humans are vulnerable to poetry.57
Evolutionary critics like Carroll, Storey, and Argyros have all presented feasible defences of this mimetic
dimension of literature, against exaggerated claims of post-Saussureans.58 Ellen Dissanayake offered a
functional and evolutionary account of art and poetry: ‘By organising words in vivid and compelling verbal
and metrical patterns and reinforcing these by bodily movement, rhythmic beats, and musical
accompaniments a kind of total personal involvement and emotional identification with the oral performance
would be evoked and assist memorisation.’59
A species' trait is considered to have evolved if: 1. it has survival value. It feels good so the animal will want
to do it; 2. it is a biological need. A significant amount of time and energy is spent doing it; and 3. it can be
considered ‘a behaviour’, i.e. universally prevalent.60 However, she later showed the shortcomings of the
reductive view that evolutionary theory presumes humans expend energy towards survival-related ends only,
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and the common hypothesis that singing, dancing, and reciting poetry promote reproductive success through
display (mates preferentially selected).61 She now takes a broader view, arguing that humans are predisposed
to elaboration (‘making special’). From decoration to painting, from poetry to ritual, objects are made
special, separated from the everyday in powerful ways (paralleling myth). Art’s adaptive functions are, she
posits: firstly, imposing order on everyday experience, providing a sense of mastery and control; and
secondly, facilitating group bonding.62 (This first point ties in with Andy Clark’s theory of scaffolding).
Robin Allott seeks a biological explanation for the arts (he focuses on music), hypothesising that poetry and
mathematics are representations of particular patterns of brain organisation, adaptive because they develop
the capacity to model our environments. In this way, human cultural development can be seen as continuous
with general human evolution.63 A more literary understanding is provided by Joseph Carroll, who considers,
‘Literature is satisfying - moving or disturbing - not in the degree to which it fulfils fantasy expectations though it can do this - but in the degree to which it provides a sense of psychological order.’ He notes,
‘Literature and its oral antecedents organise experience in personally meaningful ways. They provide models
of behaviour and help regulate the complex cognitive machinery through which humans negotiate their
social and cultural environments.’64
‘§275 The functions of the poetical faculty are two fold: by one it creates new materials of
knowledge, and power, and pleasure; by the other it engenders in the mind a desire to reproduce and
arrange them according to a certain rhythm and order, which may be called the beautiful and the
good.’
Shelley

Any text requires an enormous competency in how the world works, language, textuality genre etc. Fictive
imagination requires social reality. More generally, it is also hard to envisage a literary work that would
totally eschew its mimetic function, since it would either be deemed irrelevant or unintelligible by its
prospective readers: ‘if writers seize on what is specific, they can do so only through what we share.’
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Appendix 4

Consilience, Objectivity, Poetry and Science

‘Human life had lost its centre;
And new philosophy calls all in doubt . . .
When in the Planets, and the Firmament
They seek so many new; then see that this
Is crumbled out again to his Atomies.’
‘Anatomy of the World’ (1611) John Donne65

Robert Boyle, as a leading member of the Royal Society, was pivotal in the mid 17th C construction of what
Steven Shapin calls, ‘material, social and literary technologies for the conduct of experiments and the
production of knowledge.’66 He sought to create an impression of ‘virtual witnessing’ by describing
experiments in detail and with apparent honesty.67 (An important precursor to the English revolution was the
alchemist/ chemist Paracelsus and his followers.68) But science uses metaphor (DNA is a 'code'; genes
'express' themselves etc.). It is computers, not ‘clear’ prose that have put Laplacean determinism to rest:
‘computers and computer modelling allows investigators to have a tool which can deal with complexity and
multifactoral aspects of a phenomenon.’69 Since then, science has specialised, moving away from a
phenomenology towards mathematics with great predictive success. There is incommensurability between
science and poetry, not from Roman Ingarden’s objectivist stance but a Kuhnian and pragmatists’
viewpoint.70
‘What Shelley said of Locke and Hume he might also have said of Galileo, Newton and Lavoisier.
What each of them said was well argued, useful, and true. But the sort of truth that is the product of
successful argument cannot, Shelley thought, improve our moral condition. Of Galileo's and Locke's
productions we may reasonably ask ‘Yes, but is it true?’ But there is little point, Shelley rightly
thought, in asking this question about Milton. ‘Objectively true’, in the sense of ‘such as to gain
permanent assent from all future members of the relevant expert culture’, is not a notion that will
ever be useful to literary intellectuals, for the progress of the literary imagination is not a matter of
accumulating results.’
Richard Rorty 71

It was not until 1690 when John Locke’s An Essay Concerning Human Understanding was published that
empiricism became a dominant epistemological theory, and it was accepted that laws of cause and effect
were central to any discipline. Locke, a friend of Boyle, epitomized this new attitude; having reacted against
scholasticism at Oxford, he was interested in improving the world.72 Bacon, Boyle, Locke, and others,
worried about the role of language - Jill Bradbury claims, ‘Their concern with semantics, referentiality, and
rhetoric was perhaps the most important philosophical influence on the eighteenth-century understanding of
literary kinds.’73 I. A. Richards proposed a distinction between two kinds of language: Referential and
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Emotive. Science uses the former; whereas poetry was made from the latter, unverifiable statements, which
were pleasurable, and thus of some use.74
Richard Dawkins’ attempt to bridge science and poetry (and riposte Blake, Keats and Newton) is narrowly
focussed on the ‘awe of wonder’ that both fields require (a sublime scientific awe (divina voluptas atque
horror) that Lucretius experienced with Epicurean cosmology). Dawkins follows Thomas Sprat’s lead (see
below), not wanting poems from scientists, but simple clarity – ‘The poetry is in the science.’ 75
Box A4

Mathematical Answers (No 42)

On 10 Nov 1619, Descartes was stuck in Nueburg-on-Danube, Germany by a snowstorm. That night, in the
last of three vivid dreams, he was in bed looking at books, an encyclopaedia and anthology of poems. He felt
instructed to study but needed a key to link all the sciences together into a unified whole - mathematics was
the key (he was a good mathematician and made significant discoveries). Four years later, (the year of
Shakespeare’s first Folio), Galileo published II Saggiatore (The Assayer) an attack on poetry. He argued,
‘Fables and fictions are in a way essential to poetry, which could not exist without them, while any sort of
falsehood is so abhorrent to nature that it is as absent there as darkness is in the light.’ 76 His argument is of the
same generation as Sidney’s DoP, which made fiction respectable. Whereas Galileo was confident that, ‘The
great book the universe . . .is written in the language of mathematics, and its characters are triangles, circles
and other geometric figures without which it is humanly impossible to understand a single word of it; without
these one wanders around in a dark labyrinth.’
Einstein mused, ‘Insofar as the propositions of mathematics give an account of reality they are not certain; and
insofar as they are certain they do not describe reality.’ 77 He spent the last decades of his life on a lonely path
trying to unify macro and micro explanations into one explanation of everything. At his death half finished
notes struggling to such a goal were found on his bedside table. As Modernism dawned, Max Planck
calculated the formula for Kirchhoff's J function - ‘theory had now deviated from experiment and was based
on a hypothesis with no experimental basis.’ 78
The criteria used for truth in higher mathematics are those of beauty and simplicity, a kind of music.79
‘Already, scientific language is out of tune with that of the poets. It is an intolerable state of affairs.
Mathematicians have the right to say that their dreams, their preoccupations, often outdistance by a hundred
cubits the crawling imaginations of poets. It is up to the poets to decide if they will not resolutely embrace the
new spirit, outside of which only three doors remain open: that of pastiche, that of satire, and that of
lamentation, however sublime it be.’ Apollinaire (1918) 80
The Fluxist artist Henry Flynt writes in ‘The Repressed Content-Requirements of Mathematics’: ‘Arithmetic is
a sort of imaginative violence which remakes the phenomena into fixed unit things . . . teaching arithmetic is a
matter of instilling, as natural, the habit of identifying combination of abstract units and combination of
concrete phenomena - when they are manifestly divergent. So applied enumeration resembles the delusions in
experiments in hypnosis.’81
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‘The remotest discoveries of the Chemist, the Botanist, or Minerologist, will be as proper objects of the
Poet's art as any . . .’
Wordsworth 82

Reductivism has had great success, since Thomas Hobbes recommended: ‘for everything is best understood
by its constitutive causes. For as in a watch, or some such small engine, the matter, figure and motion of the
wheels cannot be well known, except it be taken insunder and viewed in its parts;’83 David Abram notes the
repercussion of reductivism for scientists: 'Their many specialised and technical discourses had lost any
obvious relevance to the sensuous world of ordinary engagements. The consequent impoverishment of
language, the loss of a common discourse tuned to the qualitative nuances of living experiences, was leading,
Husserl felt, to a crisis in European civilization.'84 Abram argues that as a result, 'The fluid world of direct
experience has come to be seen as secondary.'85 As Mark Turner notes, ‘physics offers a representation of the
world that leaves out agency, motive, intentionality... The basic elements of physics are not tied to the human
scale.’86 It is hard to share Schelling’s excitement, at the dawn of a new suite of disciplines, that, ‘at the
present time [1802], everything in science and art seems to be tending toward unity.’87 (Though Whorf
managed to88). There is only one scientific methodology - there is no Islamic science, or feminist science, or
postmodern science.89
It is difficult to escape the underlying subject/object dichotomy that oxygenates objectivisation and
scientism. (Note that this does not refer to the poetry movement ‘Objectivism’, a term decried by all the
various associated poets.90) George Lakoff argues Classical Theory of category formation has been reified as
Objectivist Theory and attacks ‘Objectivist Metaphysics’, the view that, ‘All of reality consists of entities,
which have fixed properties and relations holding among them at any instant.’91 Lakoff argues that
objectivity relies on two underlying flawed attitudes:
1. ‘putting aside one’s own point of view and looking at a situation from other points of view – as many as
possible’; and
2. ‘being able to distinguish what is directly meaningful – basic level and image-schematic concepts – from
concepts that are indirectly meaningful.’92
And of course other viewpoints are not all equal. Jonathon Culler notes, ‘Objectivity is constituted by
excluding the views of those who do not count as sane and rational men; women, children, poets, prophets,
madmen.’93 Mark Johnson suggests, ‘Human objectivity is what characterises a reflective process by means
of which we are able to take up multiple perspectives as a way of both criticising and transforming our own
views and those of others.’ He points out, ‘We are creatures of process, evolving selves whose identities are
tied up with social relations and are affected by historical contingencies.’94 Lakoff and Johnson posit ‘the
embodied correspondence theory of truth’, a contextual pragmatic approach suggesting levels of truth, and
came to realise that the findings of cognitive sciences are inconsistent with, ‘most all of Western philosophy
(except for Merleau-Ponty and Dewey)’, namely:
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•

The mind is inherently embodied;

•

Most thought is unconscious; and

•

Abstract concepts are largely metaphorical.95

What Husserl calls ‘objectivism’ overlooks the phenomenon of the life-world as the enabling condition for
scientific practice. He does not deny scientific methodology or research findings, but suggests that such
approaches miss the most significant access to a sense of the life-world and ourselves. This is anti-scientism
(not anti-scientific). Phenomenological techniques focus on the nature of lived experience (like poetry). Its
methodology trickled out into the existentialism of Jean Paul Sartre and Albert Camus, who examine
dwelling closely.
E.O. Wilson wrote Consilience (1998) to unify literature and science and thus, ‘renew the crumbling
structure of the liberal arts’: ‘The central idea of the consilience world view is that all tangible phenomena,
from the birth of stars to the workings of social institutions, are based on material processes that are
ultimately reducible, however long and tortuous the sequences, to the laws of physics.’96 This is the
reductionist program taken to its limit, that the laws of physics explain sunsets, poetry, pleasure and regret
and art is reduced to, ‘biologically evolved epigenetic rules.’97 Wilson’s unification is strictly one-sided,
being too optimistic regarding the natural and social sciences, and too pessimistic that the only contemporary
role for poetry is entertainment – rather than one of a number of valuable tools for thinking and feeling
through the world. The over-optimistic include:
•

Joseph Carroll’s view that we can move directly from Wilson’s consilience to socio-biological literary
study;98

•

Marcus Nordlund’s program for a ‘consilient theory of interpretation’;99 and

•

Frederick Turner’s idiosyncratic (and consilient) use of the term eco-poetics, which attempts to
reconnect poetry, ritual and folklore with mathematics and geometry, chemistry and physics.100

Michel Serres argues that Lucretius’ De Rerum Natura anticipates the framework of modern physics and is
not ‘just’ a poem, citing the idea of the ‘clinamen’ (infinite variation in the course of an object's trajectory)
anticipates entropy theory.101 Serres takes this further - the fact that humans dominate the earth demands a
new relation between humans and the environment. The social contract on which so much of western culture
rests must be replaced by what Serres calls ‘the natural contract’. The natural context is important to the
Epicurean vision as social laws and writing derive from natural laws, and because ‘history is a physics and
not the inverse. Language is already in bodies.’102 This version of consilience is too optimistic - poetry like
philosophy provides a meta-processing of thought and experience and can investigate natural phenomena,
but does not measure and model patterns of phenomena.
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‘Poets can write about science, but science satisfies a very special hunger for understanding, the hope
for universal order and reduction of complex variety to simple elements, so that the relations
between things become intellectually transparent. This is not poetry - it is not like any art - and its
effect on us does not require poetic forms of presentation.’
Thomas Nagel103

I argue for a polyphonic notion of discourse, a single ontology with a diversity of epistemologies, with
poetry as well as prose. This view is closer to Laura Dassow Walls’ notion of consilience derived from
Thoreau, as being open to different voices and experiences and forms of knowledge.104 Such epistemological
diversity is central to the arts, and leads Jerome Bruner to talk of ‘shadowy epistemology of the story’.105 We
tell stories to explain the world, using various methodologies make sense of the world and while they
overlap, they are not commensurate. Poetry is not convergent with science, philosophy and other disciplines,
even as Michel Serres claims consilience.106 I also doubt John Elder’s claim that, ‘the science of ecology
abandons reductivism and confirms the indivisibility of natural process.’107
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Appendix 5

Oral/Literate Debate

‘Careful study of the sort Milman Parry was doing showed that he [Homer] repeated formula after
formula. The meaning of Greek term 'rhapsodise', rhapsoidien, 'to stitch song together' (rhaptien, to
stitch; oide, song), became ominous: Homer stitched together prefabricated parts.’
Walter Ong108

The Iliad and Odyssey were regarded as primitive literatures until Milman Parry worked on ‘The Homeric
question’, and suggested (and the evidence now supports him) that they were derive from an oral tradition.109
He revealed both texts, with their odd repetitions and plot structures, to be traditional styles of improvised
oral poetry. Oral transmission requires, for reasons of the capacities and preferences of memory formulaic
and verified expression, words and phrasings fitting the hexameter line’s rhythmic mnemonic and
momentum.110
Walter Ong underscored distinctions between orality and literacy, without explicitly privileging either,
though he did suggest that oral thought is closer to the human life-world by using pre-existing patterns of
thought, language, and behaviour, which is why Charles Bernstein accuses Ong of being ‘sentimental’ about
orality.111 Ong tended to the phonocentric ('Voice is alive'112), and logocentric ('Sound is more real or
existential than other sense objects despite the fact that it is also more evanescent. Sound itself is related to
present actuality rather than to past or future.’113). It is easy to forget that for 99.9% of languages, alive or
dead, poetry was an oral phenomenon. Ong proposed that orality has its own psychodynamics and drew on
the work of Jousse,114 Luria,115 McLuhan,116 and Miller,117 in arguing that oral thought tends to add and
group in wholes rather than deconstructing multiple layers of description and differences result from the
‘interiorisation of print’.118
John Foley extends the Parry-Lord thesis to performative context. Oral traditions require techne, and
performers’ creativity to achieve ‘word-power’. Foley linked to the ethnopoetics movement,119 woven from a
number of influences.120 Denis Tedlock, a leading practitioner, concentrates on ‘ethnography as interaction’
and emphasises the live performative context and meaning of the event.121 Performance itself creates content
- the hypothetical boundary between content and process quickly collapses. The act of telling the story
creates meaning in and of itself, and is thus richer than print - in ways that parallel Sidney’s suggestion that
poetry was more contextual than philosophy yet more useful than history. However, visual lists organise
information efficiently and variously (sorted, summarised, and classified). Oral lists are memory hungry and
difficult to process.
Eric Havelock used the Parry-Lord recognition of improvised composition to suggest the alphabet wrought
changes in Greek culture.122 Havelock viewed oral tradition as a way societies passed on knowledge from
one generation to the next, being entertainment, education, storage of data, and a way to bond a community.
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‘Information in an oral tradition is stored in a way that is analogous to the distribution of visual
information in a holographic image. Each person retains an image or model of the entire system of
which she or he is a part. Each person is responsible for acting autonomously and with intelligence in
relation to that knowledge of the whole. Each person knows how to place his or her experience within
its meaningful pattern. People experience stories as small wholes, not as small parts of the whole.'
Robin Ridington123

Walter Ong reminds us that the prehistory of empiricism, goes beyond bacon, Descartes, Bacon (Roger) and
even Aristotle. He argues that Eric Havelock demonstrates that, ‘Plato's exclusion of the poets from his
Republic was in fact Plato's rejection of the pristine aggregative, paratactic, oral-style thinking perpetuated in
Homer in favour of the keen analysis or dissection of the world and of thought itself made possible by the
interiorisation of the alphabet in the Greek psyche.’124
Literature (at this time poetry) was key, not only in cognitive fluidity, but also extelligence. The
Milman Parry, Albert Lord, and Eric Havelock tradition is widely supported. Walter Ong’s Orality
and Literacy expands on Havelock’s notion that alphabet writing is a necessary, but not sufficient
condition, for the development of abstract thinking and discursive reasoning.125 Or, as Ellen
Dissanayake puts it, ‘Literacy gives us more and more the opportunity for detached, mediated and
isolate experience.’126
Box A5

Opposition to the oral – literate cognitive divide

Criticisms of the oral – literate cognitive divide include:
•

doubts that it applies to Homeric poetry (David Antin);127

•

criticism that is technological deterministic and too simplistic (Ruth Finnegan);128

•

attacks on its colonialist ideologically (Emevwo Biakolo);129

•

doubts that there is 'the Great Cognitive Divide' (Cole and Scribner).130 Though they merely say oral and literate
modes have implications for thinking;

•

there is no difference incompetence for abstraction (Arthur Adkins);131

•

the difference is merely abstraction (Peter Denny).132 He denies that literacy facilitated complexity, abstraction,
and logic, but rather the difference is in abstraction; oral peoples think within a particular context, as Aboriginal
songs demonstrate, the context is the continuous present;133 (See Box A8a) and:

•

criticism of the 'tyranny of conceptual dichotomies' (Harvey Graff). He warns of simplistic dichotomies (literate
and illiterate, written and oral, print and script) in the study and interpretation of literacy: 'None of these polar
opposites usefully describes actual circumstances; all of them, in fact, preclude contextual understanding.'134

Diederick Raven writes, ‘Written language - the symbolic use of graphic devices, for example -opens up
possibilities that extend beyond the capacities of an oral culture.’135 And Havelock argued that what
underpins our cultural energy (interest in politics, history, technology etc.) was the change from oral to
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literate modes of expression – writing was the ‘explosive technology’ that revolutionised the Greek mind.
His argument is that the alphabet produced profound change - discourses of action became discourses of
reflection or analysis.136 Linguistic, gesture and manual skills all seem to be closely linked; aphasia and
apraxia are often concurrent.137
‘Spoken language is not so much a thing that a person uses as it is a representation of the way a person is.
Speech is to the mind as skin is to the body.’
Albert Borgmann138

A distrust of language led to attacks on mimesis, from Plato to post-structuralism and LIP. However
language is not mimetic but emergent and creative and I update Sidney’s notion of ‘fiction’. We don’t get to
know the world by representing it, but by acting in it as embodied subjects, language is a tool we use,
another is literature. Treating poetry as essentially mimetic does not take into account the performative
aspect, or cognitive constructionism (Wolfgang Iser; Elena Selimo, See Chapters 8 & 9). In literature, the
writer and reader, singer and audience create experientially from the bare bones of a text, even rich, musical
and pleasurable texts.
‘Closed systems, such as the cosmos of Greek thought or of the medieval world picture, gave priority
to representation as mimesis because of their overriding concern that whatever existed - even if it
eluded perception - should be translated into something tangible. When the closed system, however,
is punctured and replaced by open-endedness, the mimetic component of representation declines ...
The process then no longer entails reaching behind appearances in order to grasp an intelligible
world in the Platonic senses, but turns into a 'way of world-making'.’
Wolfgang Iser139

Alfred Gell has argued that culture consists of concepts, rather than verbally constituted meanings
established in the course of a direct, practical involvement with the world; it need not, and in children
doesn’t, require verbal discourse. He acknowledges that a narrow definition of language, tied to cognitive
functions (which animals don’t have), ‘is manifestly focused around sentential logic, the creation of
discourse, and so forth.’140 James Weiner similarly argues that speech is not an epiphenomenon of
experience, but part of overall skilled activity that includes non-linguistic practices as well - speech and nonverbal communication connect in our language games. He attacks logocentrism as reading everything as a
form of language, or representation, and a naïve model of individuals having access to a total picture of their
world.141 Embodied cognition is deeply socialised/cultural, as Dan Sperber says, ‘culture is the precipitate of
cognition and communication in a human population.’142 Tim Ingold, in support, asks, ‘why is it thought
necessary for a people to represent to themselves what they already know; or what they already perfectly
practice?’ 143 A question Ion should have asked Socrates.
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The shift from public reading aloud to private silent reading had far-reaching repercussions, which Gerard
Genette and Friedrich Kittler discuss.144 Pasi Falk sees the change in terms of domestication of the body;145
and Illich in terms of domestication of the citizen – secondary discourses become objectified and
authoritative (exemplified by the ‘Book’ and ‘Expert’).146 Eric Havelock warned that poetry, in a literate
society, is not richer than before, ‘because literacy by entrusting the storage function to documented prose,
has gradually stripped poetry and the poetic experience of their dominant position in the culture and emptied
them of their complexity.’147
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High Church Computationalism – that was not just unbiological but even curiously antibiological. If you wanted to
study the mind, there was really no reason at all to study the brain.’ Book Review, New Scientist, 13 June 1992,
Vol.134 No.1825, p48.
21
Rom Harre & Grant Gillett insist, ‘[T]here is no one-to-one correspondence between cognitive codes and individual
lexemes, or words in the language.’ Rom Harre & Grant Gillett, The Discursive Mind, Sage Publications, 1994, p87.
22
Harre & Gillett, ‘There can be no language understanding without the appropriate... framework of prior knowledge
about the subject of discourse, into which the new information can be integrated and from which missing information
can be inferred.’ 1994, p71. ‘The first philosopher known to me who had something like the idea of the Background
was Hume. He saw that rationality depended on custom, practice, habit, and so on. The philosopher most impressed and
most unhinged by the radical contingency of the Background was Nietzsche.’ John R. Searle, ‘Literary theory and its
discontents’, New Literary History, Summer 1994 v25:3, p637.
23
Gilles Fauconnier, ‘Introduction to Methods and Generalizations’ in T. Janssen and G. Redeker, Eds., Scope and
Foundations of Cognitive Linguistics, The Hague: Mouton De Gruyter, 2000. ‘Crucially, we have no awareness of this
amazing chain of cognitive events that takes place as we talk and listen, except for the external manifestation of
language (sounds, words, sentences) and the internal manifestation of meaning: with lightning speed, we experience
meaning. This is very similar to perception, which is also instantaneous and immediate with no awareness of the
extraordinarily complex intervening neural events.’
24
Steven Mithen, The Prehistory of the Mind: The Cognitive Origins of Art, Religion and Science, Thames & Hudson,
1996, p71.
25
T. Wynn, ‘Layers of thinking in tool behaviour’ in T. Ingold & K Gibson, ibid, 1993, p389-406.
26
Rainer Nagele, ‘The Poetic Ground Laid Bare: (Benjamin Reading Baudelaire)’, Diacritics, V22:3-4, Fall 1992, p153.
27
Paul Churchland characterises consciousness as: utilising short term memory (working memory); being independent
of sensory inputs, we can imagine unreal things – fiction; displaying steerable attention; having the capacity for
alternative interpretations of complex or ambiguous data; disappearing in deep sleep; reappearing in dreaming and
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Appendix 6

Embodied Speech – word as gesture

Aristotle thought humans have hands because humans are intelligent animals, rather than the possession of
hands caused intelligence.1 His teleology and notion of final cause evolved into the scholastic ‘argument
from design’, long before notions of adaptation and evolution appeared.2 Herder thought feeling (Gefühl)
was the medium of thought, which he compared to the sense of touch. Whereas sight apprehends things at a
distance, the haptic is an immediate experience of reality, apperceived as a power reacting against an
individual's own energy – from this insight, Herder introduced the notion of agency.3 The flexibility of the
human hand affords choice in how it handles the world. Andy Clark’s view of scaffolding shows how the
flexibility of the human hand affords choice in how it handles the world. Raymond Tallis states: ‘The hand
becomes a tool; the body becomes an instrument; and we emerge as true agents.’4 Agency assumes
responsibility:
'The gesturing of our hands is a techne, a skill, an articulatory capacity; it can also be poiesis,
poeticising, bring what we touch and handle into the beauty and unconcealment of truth... But to
speak of capacity, of skill, is to acknowledge the possibility of development and to assume some
responsibility for this process.'
David Michael Levin5

Rather than using experimental methodologies from the natural sciences, Rom Harré thinks human life is
best understood as produced through discourses of the whole body/subject, hands, feet and brain.6 The
phenomenology of action does not require representation. Merleau Ponty points out that, ‘A movement is
learned when the body has understood it, that is, when it has incorporated it into its 'world', and to move
one's body is to aim at things through it; it is to allow oneself to respond to their call, which is made upon it
independently of any representation.’7
In his major work, The Phenomenology of Perception, Merleau-Ponty emphasised embodiment in the world,
without explaining embodiment.8 Merleau-Ponty argued that bodies understand their worlds presymbolically and act, not through a Cartesian mind, but emerge through the body's connections with the
world at hand in lived experience. He adopted the notion of ‘cenesthesia’ (the body’s experiential awareness
of itself as a schema of sensations, muscles, limbs and organs) that leads to a reciprocal relationship of
body’s posture and movement in the dimensions of the external environment.9 The Australian philosopher
Elizabeth Grosz comments, ‘Merleau-Ponty’s understanding of the flesh as an inherent intertwining of
subject and world founds a new ontology, one which supercedes the ontological distinction between the
animate and the inanimate, between the animal and the human, scientist and object of investigation.’10
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Box A6

The Hand

‘The hand acts - Die Hand handelt.’ And, 'Man himself acts through the hand; for the hand is, together with
the word, the essential distinction of man.
Heidegger11
In a discussion of autopoiesis Luis Arata describes M. C. Escher’s Drawing Hands, and how the hands loop
back, ‘In a second version, one of the hands overcomes the temptation of symmetry and draws a slightly
different one. This second hand introduces further changes. The drawing process loops back to the first hand.
Change continues to propagate through this open loop. If the hands cooperate, the creative possibilities of this
mutual play could become endless . . .’12
Merleau Ponty has explored how the hand moves in and with the world, making a world,13 using the term
‘double sensation’ to describe the transfer of what is touching to that which is being touched, the phenomenon
of perceiving, and of being the object of perception.14 In his last (unfinished) work, The Visible and the
Invisible, he uses the term ‘flesh’ to explore the boundaries of toucher and touched, noting, ‘[M]y hand, while
it is felt from within, is also accessible from without, itself tangible, for my other hand, for example . . .’15
Michael Serres has analysed the phenomena through the intimacy of one hand cutting the fingernails of the
other.16
Embodied skills are developed through practice; the body as primed for basic adaptations like grasping.17
Thelen and Smith’s study of infants reaching out with their hands found their behaviour variable: ‘in each
individual case, turned out to be soft-assembled from somewhat different components, reflecting differences in
the intrinsic dynamics of the infants and in their historical experience.’18
Our opposable thumbs, along with binocular vision and bipedalism, allowed us to get a handle on tool use,
language and much more.19 For too long, the hand has been ignored as a tool, as the first tool.20 Raymond
Tallis characterises this skilled hand practice as, ‘manipulative indeterminacy’ which ‘ultimately is the basis
for the intuition of agency . . .’21 The hand is metonymic for the body.22
Pierre Bourdieu understands conscious cognition as totally embodied, including in the hands.23 This
consciousness is expanded through techne, through working with the hands on the world. Arnold Perey asks,
‘Look at your own hand; there is nothing quite like it in the rest of creation. Think of any other creature
playing the piano, repairing a watch, or hammering a nail. Yet, go to a natural history museum and you will
see the front feet of large dinosaurs which also have five digits; and the wings of bats which have four long
‘fingers’ and one short one.24
The poet’s hand is part of the creative process, the jogging down of a phrase, thought, the crossings out,
reworkings – all part of the hand working – not with hand axes – but cognition (ideas, feelings, images – all
embodied) with the scaffolding of the poem.
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Merleau-Ponty avoided the over-emphasis on epistemology (following Nietzsche, Dilthey, Husserl and
Heidegger) to focus on lived being.25 This ecology of being relates not to ontology but concepts of
emergence, the rhizome (Deleuze & Guattari), the extended phenotype (Richard Dawkins), and movements
like pragmatism and connectionism, and processural thought in general. Neither Husserl nor Merleau-Ponty
ever got to grips with the body as a biological phenomenon, nor in terms of its everyday experience.26 Yet
embodied practice and skill (techne) are central to our everyday lives.27
Merleau-Ponty’s view that human language is embodied, rooted in our sensorial experience of each other
and the world (the gestural genesis of language), influenced Varela, Thomson and Rosch, who view
perception not a problem of how perception represents pre-given properties, but, ‘how the perceiver can
guide his actions in his local situation.’28 The body expresses feelings and responds to changes in its affective
environment by spontaneous, immediate gestures, not arbitrary signs. Gestures are iconic but verbal signs /
meanings are accidental, hence the great diversity of languages.29 The poet and critic R.P Blackmur was also
interested in gesture, but due to his alliance to New Criticism ignored the embodied aspects viewing gestures
in terms of symbol formation.30 In his influential Hand and Mind, 31 David McNeill stressed the idiosyncratic
and generous multi-dimensional nature of gestures, which interconnect with speech and illuminates
language.32 Gestures directly embody meaning in different ways, to language in which meanings attach to
distinct words, a dual system of arbitrary mappings. Gestures directly embody aspects of a meaning
complex, 33 working together; the analytic sequential process of speech and an visual mode are both
combined in a common process. The debate over the unity, or otherwise, of speech and gesture, continues.34
Maxine Sheets-Johnstone criticises Merleau-Ponty, for failing to realise the primacy of movement as selfdirected; and Vygotsky, for failing to realise the importance of self-engagement. 35 Humans don’t follow a
genomic blue-print, but respond to the world, and themselves. Vygotsky suggested that spontaneous
'gestures' of a child can transform into meaningful signs in communicative situations, and John Haviland
suggests that even the gesture of pointing is culturally constructed36 (though Ingold would cite such
differences as located in skilled practice). Gestures vary, from tone of voice to hand movement, to body
language, physically coordinated to language variously, since language and gesture are bodily activities with
different scope; language is powerfully abstract, gesture powerfully immediate. Linguistic, gesture and
manual skills all seem to be closely linked (aphasia and apraxia are often concurrent).37 There is no absolute
distinction between speech and non-verbal communication. As Merleau Ponty noted, ‘The spoken word is a
genuine gesture, and it contains its meaning in the same way as the [manual] gesture contains its.’38
In a study of stroke patients, Antonio Damasio found that though their language skills were impaired, they
could still communicate with gestures – kinetic body movements substitute for language enabling patients to
communicate and express emotion, comprehensively - these patients have a ‘wordless thought process.’39
Butcher and Goldin-Meadow videoed children’s first speech, and found that that in gesture-speech
combinations, gesture was not initially synchronous with speech, but became more fully integrated. This
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implies, they suggest, that gestural communication evolves together with speech from a common psychomotoric origin.40 McNeill and Duncan examined co-verbal gestures in English, Spanish, and Chinese, and
found they create different modes of thinking to speaking, thus varied strategies for meaningful speech and
gestures.41 At another level, the dynamic nature of movement-kinaesthesia affects cognition. Eleanor
Metheny, who developed the physical dance movement, realised that language cannot cope with everchanging dynamic forms of bodily movement: ‘It can be comprehended only in its own unique identity as a
kinaesthetically perceived and therefore non-discursive perceptual form.’42
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Appendix 7

Speech as music

In the Timaeus, Plato uses a metaphor of music: ‘And Melody, with its movements akin to the revolutions of
the soul within us, has been given by the Muses to him who uses their company with understanding... as an
ally for the revolutions of the soul within us that has been put out of tune, to bring it back to order and
consonance with itself.’43 However, sound is not music unless listeners establish personal relationships.
Merleau-Ponty suggested there is no difference between music and musical experience, as music exists in the
experiencing of it. What would Merleau-Ponty’s vision of poetry be like? Not wholly an onomatopoeic
resemblance between sounds and aspects of the world (though language is much more iconic than Saussure
supposed), but in the sense of entering intentionally and expressively into it, of ‘living’ it. Music is
experienced synaesthetically, and understood as ‘a bodily engagement with sound’, as Thomas Clifton says
(‘music is what I am when I am experiencing it.’)44 Ruud Welten argues that, ‘without music we live in a
world of technique (Heidegger’s techne), of calculation, geometry, observation, economics, a world that is
vorhanden (‘present-at-hand’).45 He cites Pascal, ‘The eternal silence of these infinite spaces frightens me.’46
Box A7

I sing the body

‘I sing the body electric...
The expression of the face balks account,
But the expression of a well-made man appears not only in his face,
It is in his limbs and joints also, it is curiously in the joints of his hips and wrists,
It is in his walk, the carriage of his neck, the flex of his waist and knees,
dress does not hide him,
The strong sweet quality he has strikes through the cotton and broadcloth,
To see him pass conveys as much as the best poem, perhaps more . . .’
Walt Whitman47
‘Essentially a body-specific encoding of the internal sense of the states of the muscles, limbs, and joints’ - is Ray
Jackendoff’s account of bodily representation, which he argues grounds musical notions (gesture, tension and
release) in embodied knowledge. Music is represented cognitively through embodied mental representation. 48
Lawrence Zbikowski points out that Jackendoff does not link ‘bodily representation’ to conceptual
representation, but suggests that Mark Johnson usefully links ‘image schemata’ to concepts, and may explain the
emotional aspect of music. Affect is key to understanding poetry.49

Speech is music, though music resists language.50
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‘I really don't think of ‘speech’ as so far from song and I don't think of ‘talk’ as ‘unmusical.’ Prose
may be most of the time unmusical because it wants to be responsible, and music is playful and
irresponsible. Phonologically overdetermined, as Jakobson might say. Jingling or tuning.’
David Antin51

Antin’s comments follow Schiller’s experience: ‘A perception with me is at first without a clear and definite
object; this forms itself later. A certain musical mood of mine precedes, and only after this does the poetical
idea follow with me.’52 However, Ingold suggests, ‘When we listen to music, we attend to the sound as
such... But when it comes to speech, we are inclined to treat hearing as a species of vision.’53 The musician
Roger Dean also notes that, ’The way most people hear it [spoken text] neglects many of the sonic or
musical components . . .’54 The ‘Alyawarra’ term for melody (angira) is the same for speech intonation.
Their music is vocal and songs are distinguished from speech only on the basis of syntactic freedom in song songs are dreamed with many associations and levels of meaning. The differences are linguistic not
musical.55 The songs are owned tied to traditional ownership of country, but also have cosmic scale. David
Peat notes that, for North American Indians, ‘to speak is to enter into an alliance with the vibrations of the
universe.’56
In a study of Kaluli music (Papua New Guinea), Stephen Feld notes that their ‘sound expressions’ (music
discourse) embody deeply felt sentiments through use of kinaesthetic and affective metaphors. Kaluli music
is interactive with the natural environment. Bird song informs core culture values, and he argues, ‘an analysis
of modes and codes of sound communication leads to an understanding of the ethos and quality of life.’57
Ruth Stone examined music-making among the Kpelle (Liberia) from a performance angle; how music
emerges and becomes defined as ‘performances’ separate from everyday life.58 All aspects of behaviour,
even health, and not just language and the arts, are performative.59
‘The song of the warbler among the blossoms, the voice of the frog dwelling in the water – these
teach us that every living creature sings.’
Japanese poet Ki Tsurayuki (c905AD)60

Research reveals strong ties between speech and music. The statistical patterns of tones in the voice have a
hidden structure, revealing that speech and music are constructed from same ground, and cannot be
uncoupled - possibly why music pervades all cultures; it is social glue.61 Craig Powell has been influenced by
Julian Jayne’s bicameral theory, and the psychoanalytic theory of D.W. Winnicott, as well as recent brain
imaging studies that show the right brain to be larger than the left at birth. Powell suggests: ‘The early verbal
interactions of mother and child the rhythmical babbling, is a communication of right brain to right brain. I
think music and poetry have their roots in this same right brain to right brain communion, though they also
need the left brain functions of order and shaping.’62 This thesis argues that a much broader ‘cognitive
fluidity’, mapping across domains, is key.
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Janacek studied speech and used the term ‘speech-melodies’’ he scored voices and thought speech was
music. Ingold quotes him saying that, any song, ‘is something from which we are to learn the truth of life.’63
Ingold calls language ‘the Skill of skills’; in speech, ‘the voice is incorporated into a current of sensuous
activity – namely narrative performance – from which, as it unfolds, form and meaning are continually
generated. For speaking itself is a skilled practice... Like any other skill, speech develops along with the
growth of the organism, is continually responsive to perturbations in the perceived environment, and is
learned through repeated practical trials in socially scaffolded events.’64 He thinks speech originates in
analytic examination of song and that the two are similar, without satisfactorily explaining the difference
between syntax and recursive speech to animal calls. Ingold wonders whether the dichotomy between words
and music) that neuro-physiologists identify as inscribed in the division between the two hemispheres) is
cross-cultural.65
Singing is resisted from:
•

fearing the body - Platonic/Christian;66

•

inscribing the body – advertisers;67

•

writing the body – Bakhtin;68 or

•

ordering the body – Foucault.69

But rhythm cannot be resisted. We use our eyes not by rotating them but using whole body - ‘this movement
like that of the hands, carries an embodied intentionality.’70 It is all connected to rhythms of body and
speech, which for a normal person move and speak in coordinated pulses of a second, smaller units of speech
synchronizing with body movements. Micro-seconds of speech timing affect how people communicate.
Deborah Tannen writes, ‘each person’s life is lived as a series of conversations.’71 Ron Scollen explains that
Native Americans show deference by slowing down the rhythm of their speech, which non NativeAmericans interpret as antagonism.72
‘Your body’s locked precisely with your speech. You can’t break out of this no matter what you do.
Your eyes even blink in synchrony with your speech.’
William Condon 73

Now the importance of the micro-rhythms in lines of poetry becomes apparent.
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Appendix 8

Poetry as Enaction - Aboriginal Poetry

Alfred Gell defined dance as, ‘a stylised deformation of nondance mobility, just as poetry is a deformation or
modulation of language, a deviation from the norm of expression that enhances expressiveness.’74 Writing is
gestural like painting, and both can dance.75 Dance itself is now become computerised and through feedback
systems, automated.76 Both can walk and talk in conversation – the formality is not necessary. The
interweaving of poetry and arts is best seen in traditional oral cultures.
Box A8a

Singing Country - Aboriginal Song

Central Australian Aboriginal art, songs and performances are ‘mytho-topographically based’, tied to specific areas of
land that hold spiritual significance.77 In terms of ontological levels, autopoiesis and embodied practice, another
approach to ‘singing the world’ is through examples of indigenous local knowledge and the aesthetics of country.78
Aboriginal poetry was sung, the singing was enaction, a skilled practice of living with the land, of dwelling,
associated with local knowledge, of custom, the tracks, seasons, game, water holes, other tribal groups, ownership,
responsibilities, sites and stories.
The Dreaming (Tjukurrpa) energises the foreground / background to Aboriginal song, as the generative principle of
the present and country.79 Tjukurrpa is a creation myth which is also in the continuous present, and at the heart of the
Songs.80 Western Desert culture has various categories of song eg. ilpintji (love magic), tjuyutu (sorcery), tulku
(entertainment), and tingari (initiation).81 The songs are associative and enactive, llanguage by itself is not enough,
not even in a poem.82 The ‘song lines’ are, ‘Ancestral tracks that traverse the full width and breadth of the Desert
region, embracing a number of local groups and dialect units.’83
Ted Strehlow championed these songs as literature and quotes authorities, such as, Baldwin-Spencer, E.C. Stirling
and F.J. Gillen.84 All songs are associated with specific locations and totems, and he analyses them in terms of music,
literature and social/mythological. Due to the rhythmic demands, speech changes its phonetic quality widely, so that
even the breaks between words is disrupted, Strehlow called this ‘wordweaving’. He noted that their apparent
unintelligibility, ‘caused highly trained University men of the 19th C to find in them merely a further proof of the
utter spiritual degradation ands almost animal-like mental simplicity . . .’85 But as Sam Gill points out this very
unintelligibity has a religious dimension, the words derive from totemic ancestors so performers should not insert
personal references. And, as Max Deutscher notes, ‘The land is marked only by words which are marks which are
songs. The insistent repetitions of the songs, which at the same time introduce narratives in which recognisable
significance is given to aspects of the land. The structure of the songs tends to be lost when they are converted into
direct ‘narrative’.86
‘It is by certain practices of singing that the terrain is constructed as significant country, as a social area, as a place to
dwell. How does ‘terrain’ or ‘land’ become a significant dwelling?’ ‘The singing of the land is not just singing about
the land.’ Max Deutscher 87
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Paul Carter talks of the powers of voice mediating translation in 18th C Sydney.88 Richard Moyle was given
permission to print the names of recently deceased Aborigines, whereas their names would on no account be
uttered.89 The voice as intimate, and as Catherine Fitzmaurice notes, an action, not a site, illustrates this
position.90 You can hear its action even in inaction.91 Voice has great power seen in poems from sagas to
lyrics (sometimes self satisfied, self important) yet is considered by LIP poets to be reactionary.92 Marjorie
Perloff provides evidence that, ‘One of the cardinal principles-perhaps the cardinal principle-of American
Language poetics (as of the related current in England usually labelled ‘linguistically innovative poetries’)
has been the dismissal of ‘voice’ as the foundational principle of lyric poetry.’93 For example, Charles
Bernstein writes, ‘The voice of the poet' is an easy way of contextualizing poetry so that it can be more
readily understood... as listening to someone talk in their distinctive manner’ which ‘has the tendency to
reduce the body of a poet's work to little more than personality.’94 This is a strong version of poets’ mistrust
of actors reciting poetry (and thus of Ion), as expressed by Jerome Rothenberg: ‘The difference between the
poet & the actor is somehow crucial: the basis of the poetry performance is in fact hostile to the presence, the
manner, of the professional actor.’ 95 Rothenberg goes on to assert, ‘The poet when he sounds his poem is
witness to the way it goes, the way it came to happen in the first place.’96
Jerome Rothenberg notes that ‘one ‘line’ will likely be repeated until its burden has been exhausted.... It may
be altered phonetically & the words distorted from their ‘normal’ forms. Vocables with no fixed meanings
may be intercalated;97 oral traditions are improvisatory.’98 Aboriginal art in general manifests iconicity and
performativity, rather than the mimesis and objectivisation of the Enlightenment. To take one issue vital to
Australia – Aboriginal reconciliation - this requires an understanding of what country means to the, which
informs the importance of land rights.99 The commodification of sacred sites like Uluru is unhelpful. The
historian and commentator, Humphrey McQueen, suggests that a deracinated non-indigenous Australia could
approach Aboriginal understanding of the environment, and develop a real relationship with the land, by
learning about the land and appreciating its aesthetics.100 Such a project, in my view, requires a sense of
place, some experience, and above all an imaginative reach, which poetry can provide. But contact is needed
too.
Contact is iconic, body and breath, voice and song, country and land, dance and story - we are losing contact.
Riley Lee picks up his Shakuhachi, a piece of bamboo with five holes and a simple blazing edge. It may have
fungus stains, or pitting where insects chewed the roots, clearly visible, the scars of life enhance the
instrument. He says, ‘I can imagine it before it was cut, the rain in the summer, the insects later in the season
. . .’101 I can only guess at the colour and texture of the red ochre from Karrku Mountain yet I have a rich
dwelling in which ‘Digressions’ as Laurence Sterne said, ‘incontestably, are the sunshine’102 and creative
acts become everyday occurrences and reified, as in Plato’s Muses or Coleridge’s opium dreams.
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Box A8b

Painting the world – more than art

‘Thus while painting is an activity, paintings do not depict activity.’ Tim Ingold103
Merleau Ponty notes that artists act on the world, art practice, ‘cannot be divided into a seeing of the world and
a subsequent painting of a representation of what is seen. Through the act of painting something is done to the
world.’104
Aboriginal Art in general is not mimetic but ‘remodels and at the same time reflects’ (Sutton105); is given
meaning by ritual (Myers106); tells true stories of the tjukurrpa and maps out the land, as they are both
interconnected (Isaacs107); is ceremonial (Morphy108); and refuses mimesis of words.109 The performative
aspect of dancing, painting, singing governs the artefactual.
Painting emerges out of the world. Anthropologist Eric Michaels points out that, ‘Desert Aboriginal ground,
body, implement, or rock art employs earth pigments, animal products, plants, feathers. Each material, in a
manner Levi-Strauss associates with ‘bricolage’, retains its association with its source, origin, locale and
brings these into the works as elements of its meaning... Even the words for the elements used may signify all
of the associations: red ochre from Karrku Mountain is called karrku which may signify ‘red’ generally. Thus
colour is only one basis for identifying, choosing and then ‘reading’ a medium. But with acrylics, colour is the
only basis for differentiation.’110
Deep ecological enrichment of art is through its materiality and is metonymic.111
Art inhabits everyday and ritual/religious situations, in diverse forms, events and materials. Often elements of
embellishment, spiritual contact, skill, form, beauty are involved, summed up by Herskovits as, the term ‘art’
applies to, ‘any embellishment of everyday living that is achieved with competence and has describable
form.’112
Sanskrit offers a more complex sense of the term that highlight the activity of poeitike.113
We must be aware of our Western bias, of ‘the well-known fact that most languages do not have a word that
means the same thing as the English word 'art'.’114
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Appendix 9

Reason as Unreasonable

I take a broadly phenomenological and pragmatic approach, viewing humans as body/subjects attuned, to
varying degrees, to varying aspects of their environment. I reject language-centred epistemologies for an
embodied phenomenology. It is an ecological and processural view from the level of perception to skilled
action and social behaviours. This approach avoids the tired though pervasive dichotomies of mind/ body;
conscious/ unconscious; nature/ culture; natural/ unnatural.115 It is difficult to escape the binary mode of
thinking, ‘one of our most basic and primitive conceptual tendencies.’116 One, which Claude Levi-Strauss
pointed out, in pre-literate cultures is organised in terms of natural categories117, but while classification
functions to simplify the world (and binary is the simplest), poetry celebrates its complexity.
Plato is particularly concerned by the mind/body dichotomy. At the start of the Phaedrus, Socrates stresses
that rational argument is the method for quarrying truth and further, requires for its practice, discipline and
control of bodily desires and passions. He thought body appetites distract the mind and intense emotions
confuse the mind – since poetry is concerned with affect this is a key issue in Plato’s distrust of poetry. I
attack reductive accounts of reason, which fail current cognitive research, but not reason itself as both
Friedrich Schlegel,118 and Herbert von Kleist,119 thought poetry should do. Philosophy is not obviously
reasonable. Page duBois thinks the Platonic dialogues, in which alêtheia (truth) is supposedly unearthed
through elenchus (apparently a democratic process), may simply be ‘the mask of debate.’120
Fichte defined culture (Cultur) as harmony (Übereinstimmung) between man's rational and embodied nature,
but did not understand the hegemony, or the embodied nature of, rationality.121 The notions of rationality122
and scientism123, critiqued by feminist philosophers, anti-colonial thinkers and green philosophers, could
usefully also be examined by literary theorists. The Australian eco-feminist philosopher Val Plumwood
blames the reified concept ‘reason’ as key to the environmental crisis (as this thesis does for attacks on
poetry):
‘Reason so conceived [traditional accounts of] is radically apart from the ‘chaotic’ material, bodily
ecological and social order, which is treated as an inessential and inferior constituent of life. In
Platonic rationalism, the true objects of knowledge... lie not in the world disclosed to us by
experience, which is appearance only, but in the objects of the permanent and pure abstract ‘rational’
ideal world, known only by the special devotees of reason . . .’
Val Plumwood124

Isaiah Berlin, in his essay on Vico & Herder (1976), argues that the central aim of the Enlightenment was to
discover eternal and unalterable truths, laws and conduct and that the turn away is a decisive point in the
history of Western thought. Richard Rorty enunciates this as Anti-foundationalism, elucidated by many
perspectives: the anthropology of James Clifford, philosophy of Hans Gadamer (Against Method), the
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existentialism of Wittgenstein, pragmatism of Richard Rorty, post-structuralism of Jacques Derrida, and
philosophy of science of Thomas Kuhn.
Richard Rorty writes, ‘If one thinks of writers like Hegel, Heidegger, and Derrida as digging down to
successively deeper levels of non causal conditions - as scientists dig down to veer deeper levels of casual
connections (molecules behind tables, atoms behind molecules, quarks behind atoms . . .) - then the hapless
and tedious metaphilosophical question ‘How can we tell when we have hit bottom?’ is bound to arise.’ 125
‘If you tried to doubt everything you would not get as far as doubting anything. The game of doubting itself
presupposes certainty.’
On Certainty, Wittgenstein126

Wittgenstein secures the grounding of language and thought in ‘forms of life’. Wittgenstein’s functional or
pragmatic use theory of language suggests it is system of conventional signs based on ‘forms of life’, which
must relate to the external world. This is how he secures the grounding of language – but there are no
absolute foundations:
’If I have exhausted the justifications I have reached bedrock, and my spade is turned. Then I am inclined to
say, ‘This is simply what I do’.
Philosophical Investigations, Wittgenstein127

’Let us settle ourselves and work and wedge our feet downward through the mud and slush of opinion, and
prejudice, and tradition, and delusion, and appearance, that alluvian which covers the globe, through Paris
and London. Through New York and Boston and Concord, through Church and State, through poetry and
philosophy and religion, till we come to its hard bottom and rocks in place, which we can call reality, and
say, This is, and no mistake; and then begin, having a point d’appui, below freshet and frost and fire. . . ’.
Walden, Thoreau

Thoreau’s bedrock becomes the present moment of immediate sensuous perception. David Antin points out,
‘Phenomenological reality is “discovered” and “constructed” by poets... reality is inexhaustible or, more
particularly, cannot be exhausted by its representations because its representations modify its nature.’128
One’s foundation becomes one’s body, voice, and environment:
‘In a long lost language he begins to construe
A speech of densities and derisions, of half
Replies to questions his body must frame.’
‘Swimming Chenango Lake’, Charles Tomlinson129
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Appendix 10

The Strange Existence of Texts

‘The poem’s existence is somewhere between the writer and reader.’
T.S. Eliot130

This quotation from Eliot appears closer to Reception Theory than Eliot’s anti-psychologism,131 which
distinguished personal emotion from emotion (‘feelings’) tied to its object (work of art). He stressed, ‘the
intensity of the artistic process, the pressure, so to speak, under which the fusion takes place.’ 132 This fusion
relates to the objective correlative’ good art provides, a Platonic / Symbolist angle – rather than John
Dewey’s account (Appendix 17, ‘Origins of Poetry’). Wellek and Warren, claiming ‘anarchy’, take antipsychologism to reductive extremes.133 It is clear that a poem is an artefact of unusual properties.
The notion of the active listener/ reader has a long and complex history. Aristotle in the Poetics, defines
tragedy in terms of the audience’s emotional investment, and David Richter notes that in Horace, ‘the
audience becomes central.’134 Plato’s attacks on poetry (Book X of the Republic and the Ion) concern the
effect of poetry on the audience and performer: ‘For, indeed, I must pay attention to them: if I can make
them cry, I myself will laugh as I collect my fee. If they laugh, I myself will cry, having lost my fee'. (535e16) Ion’s skill lies in evaluating audience's reactions. (Note: this is not an ability an inspired bard should have,
since Ion had no knowledge, or skill apart from interpreting Homer) (532b9-c1).135 The practice and
institutions of poetry require an audience. Indeed, poets improvising in oral traditions require an audience.
Reader-response theory (also known as Reception theory) originates with I. A. Richards and Louise
Rosenblatt, who anticipated the possibility of a ‘correct’ reading as the goal of the ‘educated’ reader.136
Wolfgang Iser conceived of a text's reference to the external world as a system-environment relationship,137
but has since taken a more phenomenological approach - in reaction to formalism and New Critical theory,
which held that meaning was embedded in the textual artefact.138
Wolfgang Iser views reading as a dialectical process between the reader and text, and argues that the reading
process is subjective, but posits an, ‘implied reader’ to maximise objectivity.139 Hans Robert Jauss, using
Thomas Kuhn’s notion of paradigm, argued that meaning is ephemeral, and subject to mutation with
historical change.140 He noted that the interpretation of a text shifts between passage; and cultural formations
are not everlasting universal values, as New Critics believed, but also shifting. Iser pointed out that meanings
of texts are produced, not evoked, or passively retrieved, as part of a continuous process of dynamic
engagement with the text. Warwick Slinn notes: ‘This readerly act, of analysis and understanding as well as
enunciation, complicates referentiality even further since it means historical contexts for producing the work
are continually shifting.’141
Roland Barthes argued that a text, ‘exists only as discourse. The text is experienced only in an activity, a
production.’142 Similarly, Jerome McGann emphasises that a 'text' is not a 'material thing', but ‘a material
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event or set of events, a point in time (or a moment in space) wherein certain communicative interchanges
are being practiced.’143 The materiality of the text has dual reference to a text's physical features and to its
intertextuality. Kevin Hart similarly believes that formalism, with its emphasis on 'literariness' or
'defamiliarisation', relies ‘too heavily on the assumption that a poem is an object and can therefore be
described. A poem may appear to have characteristics of an object, but first and foremost it is an event: an
intentional act that amounts to an understanding or a misunderstanding of another text (a 'state of affairs',
another poem, or both).144 Guy Cook critiques Russian Formalist notions of deviation ostranenie for
focussing at the linguistic level of texts rather than the extra-linguistic knowledge readers bring to a text.
Cook proposes, ‘a theory of literariness as adynamic interaction between linguistic and text-structured form
on the one hand and schematic representation of the world on the other, whose overall result is to bring about
a change ion the schemata of the reader. I shall call this dynamic interaction ‘discourse deviation.’145
Siegfried Schmidt argued fictionality belongs to the level of discourse not text, ‘by judgements of agents
according to conventions regulating fictional discourse... whether a linguistic event is or can be treated as
fictional cannot be decided except on the level of discourse and using information provided by the nonverbal social context of discourse.’146
David Miall takes an empirical approach in an attempt to show that literature has innate powers (even the
canonical texts, predictably): ‘whose effects are discoverable regardless of class or education, and it exerts
local effects at the level of foregrounding and narrative through features that are probably objectively
demonstrable and available to all readers.’147 However, such analyses do not cover the diversity of poetry
(Appendix 15).
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assume some responsibility for this process.' David Michael Levin, ‘The Ontological Dimension of Embodiment', in
Donn Welton, The Body, Blackwell, 1999, p137-8. David Abram, in seeking an ‘ecological’ Merleau-Ponty, writes,
‘There is an intimate reciprocity to the senses; as we touch the bark of a tree. We feel the tree touching us... The senses
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life comparable to that of the hand. It is something that we use, not something that uses us.’ Rom Harré, ‘The
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‘The two hands are mirror images. They seem to belong to a single nonexistent person. Now imagine that Drawing
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bamboo like a limited opposable thumb. Humans have developed strong muscles and tendons on their thumbs (lacking
in other apes). These muscles grip small tools with great strength. Kanzi, a pygmy chimpanzee at the Yerkes Primate
Center, Georgia, appears to understand the concept of percussion flaking with a hammer-stone but does not hold the
hammer tightly enough or strike the stone core with enough force to detach sharp flakes as large as those found in the
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movement: ‘children are active participants in the construction of their own knowledge.’ A. Karmiloff-Smith, Beyond
Modularity: A Developmental Perspective on Cognitive Science, MIT, 1992, p10.She states, ‘While an infant’s
movement may have reference to others... within an intersubjective and cultural framework... its learning is anchored in
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Michael Corballis, From Hand to Mouth: The Origins of Language, Princeton UP, 2003. This is not to argue vocal
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Music Theory: Reflections from Cognitive Science’, Music Theory Online, V4:1 Jan 1998.
http://smt.ucsb.edu/mto/issues/mto.98.4.1/mto.98.4.1.zbikowski.html. [DL 2.5.2000] Roger Scruton insists on the
materiality of sound and intentionality and metaphoricity of music, against a background of metaphor work in cognitive
science (eg. Mark Johnson). ‘Music belongs uniquely to the intentional sphere, and not to the material realm. Any
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Appendix 11

Extending Techne

Wisdom is derived from Sophia and Phronesis. Sophia means to have the insight into the true nature of
things, while Phronesis (practical wisdom) is the ability to discern modes of action with a view to their
results and requires techne.1 Aristotle used Sophia to support his teleological ontology, the idea that
everything has its proper use or arête; the knife’s arête is to cut, man’s arête is to be just and merciful, which
laws spell out. Greek philosophy and literature were different means to same goal - eudaimonia - a key word
often translated as ‘happiness’, but translated by Martha Nussbaum as ‘human flourishing.’ Phronesis
requires actual lived experience for the knowledge required to make practical judgements informed by
normative concerns, and a sense of the possible (via a dialectic between the particular and the general).2 (See
Appendix 13)
The most technical profession Plato discusses in Ion is that of doctor. Donald Schon uses the term ‘technical
rationality’ to describe doctor’s professional knowledge. This rationality has four elements: ‘It is specialized,
firmly bounded, scientific and standardised.’3 However ‘professional practice’, as opposed to theory, is
characterised by uncertainty and value conflict with possible solutions are not amenable to technical/rational
approaches. Professional activity is a combination of knowing-in-action (spontaneous skilled performance,
‘which we are characteristically unable to make explicit,’4) and reflection–in-action (occurs when something
jogs our memory of our skilled performance).5
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Box A11

Skills of a fisherman

To take the case of another profession Plato lists - fisherman: South Coast Aboriginal fisherman Mr Andy Nye could
neither read nor write. ‘But he could read the fish. He could tell you exactly where they'd be the next morning and how
many there'd be,’ said his nephew, Mr Kevin Smith. Mr Smith, an actor who recently returned from acclaim in Zurich,
London and Dublin for his role in Belvoir Street Company B's production of Cloudstreet, is gathering evidence of this
ancient knowledge to support the biggest of 13 native title sea claims in NSW.6 Mr. Nye’s story illustrates the skilled
embodied ongoing nature of TEK. Deborah Bird Rose comments, ‘If I asked about food distribution, I was taken
fishing. When it became apparent that I did not know how to fish, I was shown.’7 Learning through experience is the
traditional way, which depends on community, skilled practitioners acting as teachers. Formal education cannot teach
traditional values and sacred aspects of, for example, singing at a drum – you have to cancega nabonpi (Lakota Sioux,
‘hear the drum’).8 The idea of Praxis while learning is now central to adult learning theory.9
‘And when Homer says, ‘And she descended into the deep like a leaden plummet, which, set in the horn of ox that
ranges in the fields, rushes along carrying death among the ravenous fishes’ - will the art of the fisherman or of the
‘rhapsode’ be better able to judge whether these lines are rightly expressed or not?’
Ion, Plato
Plato conflates literary criticism, Homer’s revelation of doom, and epistemological questions. Successful fishermen
require all kinds of ‘know how’ - from handling a boat, navigation by the stars and currents (or by geo-positioning
devices) - to remembering where the best fishing spots are, and (once a common sight in the Aegean) mending their
nets. Many of these skills require competence and learning behaviour from the cerebellum, that rear portion of our brain
that processes embodied knowledge - how to balance in a boat, cast a net or knot a line and how to fillet a fish.
‘Knowledge how’ is not capable of being brought fully into conscious focus.
‘A fisherman mending a net comes not from a text book or image but a complex pattern of skilled movement.’
Tim Ingold.10
Part of a fisherman’s complement of skills is knot making. Ingold suggests we look at how tools are used which entails
a study of skill, situating the practitioner in a context of active engagement with his surroundings. He points out that:
1.

skilled practice is the not simply the mechanical application of force. It involves care, judgement and dexterity; the
practitioner’s engagement with the material is attentive; skilled activity carries its own intrinsic intentionality;

2.

skills are learned through improvisation and imitation in a setting of practice, often harmonising one’s own
movements with others, learning by watching (or listening to speech, music etc.);

3.

A fisherman learns to mend his net, not from a textbook or image, but a complex pattern of skilled movement.
Ingold tried to make knots following a set of instructions but he and his students failed. ‘In copying a tutor, the
novice is guided by the movements, not formal instructions.’11

4.

These skills are not innate nor acquired but developmentally incorporated into the modus operandi of the body,
through practice and experience in an environment. They are not totally taught.12

5.

Ingold is arguing for a phenomenological approach that appreciates the embodied nature of our experience,
perception, and knowledge and there is empirical evidence for his position.13
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Appendix 12

‘Knotted’ - Antin’s notion of Poiesis

‘supposing art making is like a kind of knot making’
‘Talking at Pomona’, David Antin14

Context Magazine chose David Antin’s discussion on knots as an exemplary account of poesis.15 Antin
suggests there are two types of knot maker, the first a skilled embodied act and the second the forgetful knot
maker that I argue is unlikely. Art, poiesis, is a kind of knot making but Antin fails to untangle, or
appreciate, all the threads:
•

making connections and patterns (the word text derives from texere, Latin, to weave)

•

text weaving;

•

material and formal constraints;

•

learning by practice;

•

the nature of skill, play, techne; and

•

poiēsis is communal.

Antin asks:
supposing art making is like a kind of knot making if youre a knot maker youve got an idea about what is a
knot and what is a mess a legal way of proceeding what is a legal knot and what is a snarl?
What is a flower; what is a weed - in terms of being troublesome, or useful or aesthetic? Forget the law,
knots are more fundamental:
all knots involve some kind of double reversal you start out going somewhere go back and take
some of the past with you to wherever you were going to go and you find a way to mark off
some memorial to where youve been a node
Lacan had a hobby of tying knots, calling the knots his ronds de ficelles, which he used to model his
topological account of the psyche. In the seventies, he introduced knot tying into his seminars.16 Lacan
influenced Barthes’ account of texts as infecting or massaging the body between writerly (scriptible) texts
and readerly (lisible) texts; the former for passive consumption conserving information and structures and
the latter, texts capable of invention that stimulate the reader's active participation.17 A distinction paralleled
by textual plaisir (pleasurable stable texts like airport novels) and textual jouissance (violent, erotic
dangerous, transgressing form and expectations). Yet despite the pleasures of the text, Barthes understood
textuality in structuralist terms, as a weaving (or knotting) of codes, ‘text, fabric, braid: the same thing.’18 A
text works its way through, ‘The five codes [which] create a kind of network, a topos through which the
entire text passes (or rather, in passing, becomes a text).’19
well there are two kinds at least of knot makers one knot maker knows how to proceed making his knots and
watches himself proceeding in the end he arrives at a knot he approves for some reason if he's been

A New Defence of Poetry - and New Possibilities from Hypertext to Ecopoetry

271

watching the way he has been knotting all this time he wont be surprised at the outcome and though he may
be satisfied he will walk away and forget it then he's a process knot maker
How different is ‘knowing how’ to ‘knowing what’? Ingold tried to make knots by following a set of
instructions but both he and his students failed. He states, ‘In copying a tutor, the novice is guided by the
movements, not formal instructions.’20 Knowledge is usually viewed as information, and humans as devices
for processing it, but Ingold argues, ‘to the contrary, that our knowledge consists, in the first place, of skill,
and that every human being is a centre of awareness and agency in a field of practice.’21 In his account,
‘behaviour is generated... by the agency of the whole organism in its environment.’22
The manipulations of an expert knot maker are not easily available to consciousness. Socrates first uses the
notion of the expert in his defence during his trial, when he denied corrupting the youth of Athens. He
claimed to be helping them get wisdom, using a horse-training metaphor.23 In the early dialogue, The
Euthyphro, Socrates argues with Euthyphro, a religious prophet, and expert on pious behaviour. Socrates
asks, ‘I want to know what is characteristic of piety ... to use as a standard whereby to judge your actions and
those of other men.’24 Plato could not accept that poets and sophists do not attempt to reach a final Truth or
even a consensus. Sophists recognise their language games could not be permanently grounded. There is a
new field in Artificial Intelligence (AI), known as ‘knowledge engineering’, which reveals experts cannot
articulate their knowledge. Dreyfus & Dreyfus in 1986 argued the expert moves from symbolic and sentient
knowledge to trained networks, which ‘defy complete verbal description.’25
Dreyfus gives examples of stages in learning how to drive a car.26 The beginner calculates using rules and
facts just like a heuristically programmed computer, whereas an expert intuitively sees what to do without
recourse to rules. As the competent performer become more and more emotionally involved in his or her
tasks, it becomes increasingly difficult to draw back and to adopt the detached rule-following stance of the
beginner.27 There are other elements. Alphonso Lingis describes a driver’s visceral body as part of the car.28
Don Ihde uses the term ‘technological extension’. We can extend ourselves, because we are inherently
creative intentional beings, beyond ourselves using tools and technologies, telesthesia.29 And these
technologies can become creatively embodied. Merleau-Ponty’s example is of the blind man whose body is
extended through the cane, which becomes part of the ‘Here-Body’ experiential present. The same goes for
driving a car, telescopes, or pens; they all show the versatility of intentional beings in the world, together
with the bricoleur nature of tools and technology. We are creative with whatever is to hand, and that
scaffolding has evolved. Tools required techne, but now machines make tools and tools machines and we
have technology. Mark Hansen thinks our body/mind no longer copes, ‘the prostheses we adopt to cognise
and intervene in the technologically driven material complexification of the universe only seem to expand
our experiential alienation . . .[and fail to mediate] technologically generated alterations of the life-world
into forms that fit the human measure.’30
From a review of performance in sport, medicine, chess and music, Ericsson and Lehmann believe

A New Defence of Poetry - and New Possibilities from Hypertext to Ecopoetry

272

practitioners must have practiced several hours a day for a minimum of ten years before exhibiting expertise
in any domain.31 We have an inbuilt propensity to learn language (not writing). Silliman in his essay on
theory and practice, notes, ‘Every mode of poem is the manifestation of some set of assumptions. It's no
more foolish to be conscious of them--and their implications extending into the daily life of the real world than it is to actually have some idea how to drive before getting behind the wheel of a car.’32 Silliman is
mistaken. Poetry is natural in terms of normal development, the trick is to create poems that are of interest to
others (as it is for macramé enthusiasts). Ruskin observed, 'You can teach a man to draw a straight line... but
if you ask him too think about any of those forms... he stops; his execution becomes hesitating; he thinks,
and ten to one he thinks wrong; ten to one he makes a mistake in the first touch he gives to his work as a
thinking being but you have made a man of him for all that. He was only a machine before, an animated
tool.'33 But that is not right either; humans are never machines.
or he might not walk away but place it in front of you in the hope that you will be bettered

thereby

in which case he's a therapeutic or didactic knot maker
This is still the same kind of knot maker. What one does with the knots one makes varies (Walt Whitman or
Emily Dickinson, Martin Johnston or Les Murray, Lew Welch or Gary Snyder). Of course the knot maker
could also be an egotistical show off – this is a danger for poets, especially since notions of Romantic genius
and the egotistical sublime (which leaves open the importance of didactic poems for pedagogical purposes).
Gary Snyder began writing about the earth and its cycles, about wilderness and bioregionalism in the 1970s.
He also wrote and about passing this knowledge on to the next generation. he teaches his son how to make:
‘an axe handle, using techne:
‘I am an axe
And my son a handle, soon
To be shaping again, model
And tool, craft of culture,
How we go on.’
‘Axe Handle’, Gary Snyder34
or say he is a forgetful knot maker as soon as he finishes a loop he forgets it because all the time he is only
attending to the node he is working on at any given moment at some time when he's tired or interrupted by a
phone call he will look up and he'll be surprised by his knot because he'll have no idea how he got there he's
a kind of magical knot maker but with all of this and I think we should not underestimate the pleasures and
surprises of knot making why in the world should we bother making knots who cares about rope?
There are two points to make here. Knots were a vital technology, but, being organic, have disappeared.
Knots hafted stone, made nets, baskets to trap, move, and feed. Knots were needed for the earliest known
navigators, the Aborigines, to arrive c80,000 years ago on this continent by sea.’35
Knots vary and depend on the material’s strength, flexibility, shrinkage, flammability - like words. How
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interested should we, as poets, be in the materiality of language, or of knots, rather than the pragmatics of the
speech act situation? The emphasis on the materiality of language with post-structuralism, deconstruction
and LIP has been extreme. There is also the notion of distraction here (explicitly linked to the mechanical
arts by Kraceur), careful attention and embodied skill has since before modernism been more allied to craft
than art. Emerson insisted, ‘Beauty must come back to the useful arts, and the distinction between the fine
and useful arts forgotten.’36
in a way this is a lot like playing chess and you can say someone has played it well or played poorly but why
should you care about this game?... chess is a depraved game it represents the world as a struggle for
dominance between two sides that have no choice but conflict there is no clear demarcation or boundary that
cuts off one side from the others hostilities and there is no bound to human abilities it is an arrogant fantasy
of war... chess derived from an indian game called shatrandji ... a game invaded by chance the best player
the best plan could as easily be defeated as the worst by luck and this was thought to teach humility to rulers
...
Contingency has been a part of games as far back as we know but only in the twentieth century did it
become a part of avant-garde art practice. Classical AI theories set tasks which are amenable to a symbol
processing approach, for example, playing chess. Horst Hendriks-Jansen points out that even when a task is
not so obviously symbol-based, the task is nevertheless formally described in terms of symbols: thus many
of the tasks which computers are given to solve do not have the properties of behaviour, but rather the
formal properties of computer models.37 Beginner chess players see only chess pieces, whereas, chess
masters see possible future moves and potential strategies. An expert chess player is not consciously
thinking and keeping in mind that he may only attack with pawns diagonally, the basic rules of chess are
ingrained, whereas a child learning the game follows such rules quite consciously. Such in depth perception
arises from acquiring and using a larger numbers of informational ‘chunks’ in analysing a problem. The
number of such chunks in chess masters has been estimated at 50,000.38 Such information processing chunks
take many years to acquire. The IBM computer Deep Blue beat Gary Kasparov to fanfare, but chess, Searle
suggests, is not about thinking, ‘The computer does not know that the symbols represent chess pieces and
chess moves, because it does not know anything. As far as the computer is concerned, the symbols could be
used to represent baseball plays or dance steps or numbers or nothing at all.’39 Steven Pinker has written that
‘Life is like chess, and plots are like those books of famous chess games that serious players study so they
will be prepared if they ever find themselves in similar straits.’40 But life isn’t like chess, and his vague
rendering of Martha Nussbaum’s Aristotelian arguments is unconvincing.
it is possible to construct make our art out of something more meaningful than the arbitrary rules of knot
making out of the character of human experience in our world
However knots are not arbitrary (the knot has to work) and not rule governed. This is an important point for
a poetics of action. Ways of making knots cannot usefully be construed as rules. Wittgenstein uses the word
'game' in Language Games because of its connection with chess. There are implicit and explicit rules as to
how to 'play the game' but within those rules there is freedom.
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Appendix 13

techne & phronesis

Knowledge of what is good is always in tension with what is actually possible. It suggests that answering
both of these questions is a dialectical and dialogic process requiring mediation between them both.
The interpretive, hermeneutic approach severed itself from both techne and practical instrumental rationality
(what Gadamer calls ‘knowledge of human nature’).41 Critical theory aspired to combating the dominance of
technical instrumental rationality in capitalist societies. I suggest that Gadamer (and Hannah Arendt and
Jürgen Habermas) are mistaken in separating the technical from the practical with implications for the
embodied skilled practice of homo sapiens.42
There are several linked arguments for the separation of phronesis from techne, none of which hold:43
1. Phronesis involves an understanding of the relationship between means and ends which
distinguishes it from technical understandings of reason and practice. Techne involves a simple
relation between means and ends: ends are set in advance and reason is used in determining how to
apply established means to achieve them.
Embodied skill does not work in this way (Chapter 7)
2. Phronesis involves a less abstract conception of application than techne.
Gadamer argues that techne requires the application of knowledge to an object. Here knowledge is
applied to an object and the actor is situated outside and is unaffected by the application. The
experienced cabinet-maker has thoroughly mastered the rules of a craft. But we do not describe
technical mastery as wisdom, for it consists of habituated familiarity with the applications of a
technology, cabinet-makers do not ‘decide’ in exigent circumstances; in fact, virtually all of their
‘decisions’ are determined by the possibilities of their techne. Techne totally involves the actor.
3. Phronesis involves knowledge of particular situations and circumstances, whereas techne involves
the gaining and application of abstract, universal knowledge outside of and not determined by its
situation. Where techne suggests that application is simply a moment of applying universal to
particular, phronesis suggests that application determines the meaning of both universal and
particular.
Techne is sensitive to context; embodied practice is an ecological dynamic.
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4. Phronesis requires wisdom and insight, which can only be gained by experience, whereas techne
involves knowledge, which can be taught and transferred simply from one actor to another.
Rather than a skill to be taught, it is an awareness, or consciousness, that needs to be cultivated. It is
a process rather than a product. The good is manifest in everyday life in various degrees and in a
myriad of ways; thus, everyday life cannot consist of a constant, immutable goodness. It is rather
always in process, always moving toward the good; a never-quite-achieved telos. Arendt mistakenly
talks of blueprints and claims, ‘The actual work of fabrication is performed under the guidance of a
model in accordance with which the object is constructed.’44 Techne presents an epistemic aspect,
while phronesis presents an ontic aspect. Techne is not simply knowledge transfer, but to repeat
embodied skilled practice.45
Instrumental rationality is a problem, but that rationality and techne must be given their due as poetic. The
problem comes in particular discourses and social formations, e.g. capitalism with its driving force no longer
production, as Marx thought, but consumerism. Such concerns have been expressed within different ethical,
political, religious traditions.46 A practice of phronesis suggests a conception of community in which the
question of the good, 'How ought we to live?' is never finally answered, and in which the common
negotiation of this question itself helps to constitute the community.47 Dewey encouraged an ‘ethics of the
open road’, an openness to experience, which he sees as an inheritance from Emerson, Thoreau and
Whitman. An openness that together with art, enriches life.48
Plato was mistaken in the Laws and The Republic to engineer a polis without poets.49 As R.J. Bernstein
notes, 'A community or polis is not something that can be made or engineered by some form of techne or by
the administration of society... the idea that we can make, engineer, impose our collective will to form such
communities. But this is precisely what cannot be done, and attempts to do so have been disastrous.' 50
Aristotle’s definition of a polis more reasonable; ‘not a mere society’ but a ‘community of families and
aggregations of families in wellbeing [eudaimonia], for the sake of a perfect and self-sufficing life.’51
Skilled practice, is important and poets do more than contemplate, a feature of thinking that is overrated by
philosophers, beginning with Plato and Aristotle. The latter argued that, ‘perfect happiness is a contemplative
activity will appear from the following consideration as well. We assume the gods to be above all other
beings blessed and happy; but what sort of actions must we assign to them? . . . If we were to run through
them all, the circumstances of action would be found trivial and unworthy of gods. Still, everyone supposes
that they live and therefore that they are active; we cannot suppose them to sleep like Endymion. Now if you
take away from a living being action, and still more production, what is left but contemplation? Therefore the
activity of God, which surpasses all others in blessedness, must be contemplative; and of human activities,
therefore, that which is most akin to this must be most of the nature of happiness.'52
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Appendix 14 Heidegger’s Defence of Poetry –
a revelation (like technology)
Heidegger was not interested in being, but Being. In An Introduction to Metaphysics (1935), the ‘question of
Being’ is called ‘the fundamental question’ - not the ‘leading question of metaphysics’, which queries the
Being of beings.53 From this perspective the true 'danger' of technology is subtle: ‘The threat to man does not
come in the first instance from the potentially lethal machines and apparatus of technology. The actual threat
bas already afflicted man in his essence. The rule of enframing threatens man with the possibility that it
could he denied to him to enter into a more original revealing and hence to experience the call of a more final
truth.’54 The world is treated as a Standing Reserve (Bestand), as an object of technique in the system of
technology. ‘The hydroelectric plant is not built into the Rhine River as was the old wooden bridge that
joined bank with bank for hundreds of years. Rather the river is dammed up into the power plant. What the
river is now, namely a water power supplier, derives out of the essence of the power station.’55 Yet:
‘Technology is a mode of revealing. Technology comes to presence in the realm where revealing and
unconcealment take place, where aletheia, truth, happens.’56 The word alêtheia (truth) is used by Homer, the
pre-Socratics (Heraclitus and Parmenides), Plato, and resurrected by Heidegger. The archaic view of truth is
of something hidden, buried, and recalled through interrogation (Platonic elenchus), memory, or Muses.
Heraclitus saw it in terms of process, as dialectic.
Heidegger’s The Question Concerning Technology (1955) uses obscure arguments, and idiosyncratic
terminology. The essay ends, "Once there was a time when the bringing-forth of the true into the beautiful
was called technology... And art was simply called techne. It was a single, manifold revealing. It was pious,
promos.’57 Heidegger suggests that, at this time, ‘The arts were not enjoyed aesthetically. Art was not a
sector of cultural activity.’58 This is because art was part of everyday life – this is romanticising the past.
‘Because the essence of technology is not technology itself, we must reflect upon techne in other
realms as well as that of science. We cannot do without technology, not simply for technological
reasons, but because it is our mode of being. But it need not be our only mode of being.’
Jonathan Bate59

Don Ihde develops Heidegger’s broad sense of technology as ontologically prior to science.60 Ihde
distinguishes three uses Heidegger makes of the term technology. The standard or idealist definition, and two
deriving from techne: ‘One being closest to poet’s technique, ‘techne is both a name for the activities and
skills of a craftsman and for the arts of both mind and hand, but also is linked to creative making, poiesis.’
The other is more abstract, technology a mode of truth or revealing (aletheia). ‘Technology, in essence,
reveals a world in a certain way... It allows us to see, to order, to relate to the world in a particular way . . .
[and as] a mode of relating to the world...becomes the dominant and primary way in which we understand
that world.’61 Technology and techne are based in praxis with the purpose of ‘revealing’ the world, a creative
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act. Technology in this sense is the practical application of knowledge gained from the conceptual realm of
science, and science is understood as both ‘historically and ontologically’ prior to technology.
Don Ihde uses the term ‘existential technics’, to ‘focus upon our experiential involvement with our own
creation, technology.62 He states, ‘Central to my understanding and use of technics is the sense of human
action engaged with, through, among concrete artefacts or material entities’; and, ‘[T]he essence of
technology - is a certain way of experiencing, relating to, and organizing the way humans relate to the
natural world.’63 This explains Heidegger’s concern. Ihde's older definition of technology includes a concrete
component/material element that are useful and a relation between the technologies and the humans who use,
design, maker, or modify the technologies in question (they mediate between the user and the world).64 It is
not focused on the techne and tends to the instrumental. There are different degrees of mediation in our
technologically textured world. Ihde now distinguishes between ‘direct bodily and perceptual experiences of
others and the immediate environment’ and ‘technologically mediated experiences.’65 The former allows
techne and speech. Cartesian and subjectivist bias supposes a tool is an instrument to effect something in the
world but technological instruments change the status of subjectivity. Ihde is approaching Ingold’s position
when he writes, ‘Technics is a symbiosis of artefact and user within a human action.’66
Jonathan Bate uses Heidegger’s notions that ‘The original techne of the Greeks was attuned to the natural
unfolding of things.’67 Technology may be a mode of revealing, but he does not deal with its impact on the
environment. Bate writes, ‘Heidegger implies that it is one of the distinctively human ways of being-in-theworld. As such, it cannot be avoided and is not to be casually condemned. We have no choice but to be
technological beings.’68 Technology has (as Ellul, Mumford and Heidegger warned) become a totalising
system, in which we are immersed.69 Mumford argues that, ‘technological civilisation destroys the
individual’s capacity to take part in the craft of fabricating his world.’70
Heidegger in Sein und Zeit (1927) swerves from Husserl’s phenomenology by giving up on foundationalism
and transcendental egos, instead investigating, in an existentialist manner, the ontology of human existence Being (Dasein).71 Ihde reads Heidegger here as inverting the traditional hierarchies: theory over practice,
knowledge over action, and science over technology. (This thesis argues for such inversions). However,
Larry Hickman argues that post-war Heidegger, ‘seems intent on re-inverting his earlier inversion by
recourse to a romanticism in which all techne is reduced to or arrogated to poetry in the narrow sense of
word-craft. In his hands, the terms ‘essence’, ‘accomplishment’, and even ‘produce’ take on meanings that
are primarily associated with thinking in almost a Parmenidean vein, and not with practice.’72 Heidegger,
(prefiguring Lynn White) claimed the Christian and Cartesian attempts to stand above objects led to modern
technology ‘enframing’, and a loss of that original poiesis in which the Dasein of things is unconcealed.
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‘The forester who measures the felled timber in the woods and who to all appearances walks the
forest path in the same way his grandfather did is today ordered by the industry that produces
commercial woods, whether he knows it or not.’
Heidegger73

The forester is part of the larger machine of news, newspapers, sports reports, etc. Heidegger warns, ‘The
threat to man does not come in the first instance from the potentially lethal machines and apparatus of
technology. The actual threat has already afflicted man in his essence. The rule of enframing threatens man
with the possibility that it could he denied to him to enter into a more original revealing and hence to
experience the call of a more final truth.’74
In the Symposium, Socrates says that there are varieties of 'poiesis', when things are called into existence
there is ‘poiesis’. Heidegger glosses 'poiesis' as a broad term for 'bringing-forth into presence': ‘It is of
utmost importance that we think bringing-forth in its full scope and at the same time in the sense in which
the Greeks thought it. Not only handicraft manufacture, not only artistic and poetical bringing into
appearance and concrete imagery, is a bringing-forth, poiesis.75 Heidegger confuses matters by comparing
poiesis with another kind of bringing-forth - Physis, a natural bringing forth, i.e. a flower blooming, a natural
‘unconcealment’ - 'revealing' (Heidegger uses the Greek aletheia).76 As a result the craftsman divides
poiesis from pbysis. And Heidegger jumps from questions of techne to ones of technology. As Bate
succinctly notes: ‘Technology is a mode of revealing: Heidegger implies that it is one of the distinctively
human ways of being-in-the-world. As such, it cannot be avoided and is not to be casually condemned. We
have no choice but to be technological beings.’77 Heidegger’s history of technology is a story of the loss of
wonder.
Dwelling is an authentic form of being, which Heidegger contrasts with the ontologies of Cartesian dualism,
scientism, and subjective idealism. What Husserl calls ‘objectivism’ overlooks the phenomenon of the lifeworld as the enabling condition for scientific practice. He does not deny scientific methodology or research
findings, but suggests that such approaches miss the most significant access to a sense of ourselves and the
life-world. This is anti-scientism not anti-scientific). Phenomenological techniques focus on the nature of
lived experience (like poetry). Its methodology trickled out into the existentialism of Jean Paul Sartre and
Albert Camus who examined dwelling closely.
Yuri Lotman argues that the scholar has to be able to see a poem as a whole, the whole house plan, as he put
it, not just reductively pull a poem to pieces to see how it works, and he changed from formalist approaches,
late in his career. 78 But neither approach understands the emergent and processural view of a poem as a
skilled practice – both by author and audience. This is a simplistic view of techne, which is not the
mechanical execution of a pre-established plan. One could look at a building itself is a tool not just a
structure. Armajani writes, ‘We enter the house, not as a thing between four walls, in a geometric spatial
sense, but as a tool for sitting, eating, talking, reading and sleeping. Each structure as a tool is in a line of
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reference from one another: from roof to arch, arch to wall, wall to chair, chair to table, table to porch, porch
to fence, fence to location and location to places near and far from the house. Each one implies the other.’79
But not just a tool, a dwelling place becomes by affordance, in ongoing and cumulative encounters with the
dweller. In this sense a poem is a dwelling. ‘Dwelling occurs only when poetry comes to pass and is present
... as taking a measure for all measuring... no mere gauging with ready-made measuring-rods for the making
of maps. Nor is poetry building in the sense of raising and fitting buildings. But poetry, as the authentic
gauging of the dimension of dwelling, is the primal form of building. Poetry first of all admits man's
dwelling into its very nature, its presencing being. Poetry is the original admission of dwelling.’80
Heidegger maintained that poets could grasp Being in a way that the philosophical tradition since the preSocratics had forgotten, that: ‘Poetry first of all admits man's dwelling into its very nature.’81 Poetic dwelling
is more primary than, and a necessary condition for non-poetic dwelling. Heidegger compares two possible
modes of dwelling to a blind man. A man can only be blind if it is the nature of man to be endowed with
sight. Man is able to dwell non-poetically only because by his very nature he dwells poetically. He omits the
blind man and his cane, the use of tools, which he investigated earlier. Heidegger used the poetry of
Hölderlin, Rilke and other German poets to argue language constitutes our lifeworld. He sought a ‘showing
of saying’, wanting to believe word and action are once more united.82 He reaches an almost dialogic
understanding of language as the speaker (and poet) responding to language.
Like his mentor, Heidegger, Hans-Georg Gadamer has turned to poetry later in his career, suggesting that
poets restore a wholeness and spirituality diminished by technological societies.83 This DoP does not rely on
such hopes.

A New Defence of Poetry - and New Possibilities from Hypertext to Ecopoetry

280

Appendix 15

The Diversity of Poems

The experimental and creative nature of artistic process results in a wide diversity of poetic forms and
practices. A DoP should be able to illuminate all varieties of poems, which include:
Poets speak for poets
Poets are fond of manifestos, which have a close relation to how poems are made. Marinetti proclaimed: ‘For
the dying, for invalids and for prisoners it may be all right. It is, perhaps, some sort of balm for their wounds,
the admirable past, at a moment when the future is denied them. But we will have none of it, we, the young,
strong and living Futurists!’84 Frank O’Hara’s manifesto sounds a very a different tone: ‘Personism, a
movement which I recently founded and which nobody knows about.’85
Poets speak to Poets
Bruce Beaver: ‘You’re right, Adrian Henri, there should be involuntary euthanasia for everyone over thirty
(including poets), but let me have your opinion now you’re over twenty-nine and a bit.’86
Poets speak to the people
Walt Whitman: ‘. . . what I assume you shall assume, / For every atom belonging to me as good belongs to
you.’87 Then there’s rap, hip-hop, and song lyrics.
Poets speak to particular people
Robert Pinsky translates part of Horace's Epistle I,xvi (from his Sabine farm) as part of Explanation of
America, but most of the poem is addressed directly to his oldest daughter.
Poets speak for themselves
A danger of poetry, like any art form, is self-indulgence, particularly since Petrarch, when poets were
elevated in status as important people. Later, following Edward Young, poets considered themselves
geniuses.88 Confessional poets elevate personal experiences as significant. John Holmes, who taught Anne
Sexton poetry, wrote to her about her first manuscript: ‘It bothers me that you use poetry this way. It’s all a
release for you, but what’s in it for anyone else except a spectacle of someone experiencing release? . . . this
record will haunt and hurt you.’89
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Poets speak for the practice of poetry
‘I feel so bad today
that I want to write a poem.
I don't care: any poem, this
poem.’
Richard Brautigan, ‘April 7, 1969’ 90
Poets speak for the ideology of poetry
‘Poetry
pardon me for having helped you to understand
you are not made of words alone.’
Roque Dalton, ‘Ars Poetica’ (1974) 91
Poets speak as shamans
Apart from the real thing (shaman songs and spells), there’s Dada. Hugo Ball’s sound poem ‘Verse Ohne
Worte’ premiered on June 23, 1915. Dressed in costume bright ‘as a bishop’s vestments and wearing a
sorcerer’s hat he chanted heavy rhythmic pieces ending in a liturgical chant that alarmed the audience and
overcame Ball who had to be carried off.’92
Poets speak as natural scientists
Lucretius wrote an epic without history, De Rerum Natura (On the Nature of Things). This poem investigates
cosmology, anthropology and history, but is also a poem which philosophises – expounding the teachings of
Epicurus.93 In this sense, it is a didactic poem, instructing the reader (as were the early georgic poems). This
thesis views poets as discursive ‘scientists’, exploring ways of describing the world, rather than Romantic
associations of poet as white male genius.
Poets speak as encyclopediasts
Erasmus Darwin’s ‘The Botanic Garden’ (1789) was an extraordinary (and very successful) poem of four
thousand lines of rhyming couplets, with copious footnotes and a section called ‘Additional Notes’, of
encyclopaedic interest: from meteors to clouds, coal and steam-engines.94
Poets speak as linguists
Many poets are fascinated by their materials – language, and many study language. Charles Olson studied
Mayan hieroglyphics and Hittite language roots – which now appears to be the source of Indo-European
languages.95 The past offers rich humus for poems to grow in.
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Poets speak for their subject
AD Hope wrote: ‘On this view [that poetry is primarily self-expression] the subject becomes a means by
which the poet expresses himself, his views, his feelings, his lyric personality. I hold, on the contrary, that
poetry is principally concerned to 'express' its subject and is doing so to create an emotion which is the
feeling of the poem and not the feeling of the poet.’ 96
Poets speak for anybody
The calling card of William McGonagall read: ‘Poetry executed on the shortest notice.’
Poets speak as archivists
Eric A. Havelock points out, ‘[P]oetry is central in the [Greek] educational theory... not on the grounds that
we would offer, namely poetry's inspirational and imaginative effects, but on the ground that it provided a
massive repository of useful knowledge, a sort of encyclopaedia of ethics, politics, history, and technology
which the effective citizen was required to learn as the core of his educational equipment. Poetry represented
not something we call by that name, but an indoctrination which today would be comprised in a shelf of text
books and works of reference.’97
Poets speak as propagandists
James MacPherson created ‘Ossian’, the mythical Gaelic bard to root Scotch national identity to an authentic
past after the Jacobite defeat at Culloden (1746). Poetry can be seen as solving social/political crises. In 1942
Mao urged: 'China's revolutionary writers and artists, writers and artists of promise, must go among the
masses.’98
Poets speak as entertainers
Bards, scops, hip-hop performers, poetry slams, poetry in the pub and bush poetry readings. ‘In the 1920s
though, Australians were reciting poetry all over the place, so much so that the humorist ‘Kodak’ O’Ferrall
lampooned them. ‘Way out in the suburbs howls the wild Reciter, / Storming like a general, bragging like a
blighter; / He would shame hyenas slinking in their dens / As he roars at peaceful folk whose joy is keeping
hens. / ‘How We Beat the Favourite’, ‘Lasca’, ‘Gunga Din’ . . .’99
Poets find poems in the world
William Carlos Williams famously found a poem in a note on his fridge.
Poets find poems in other poems
Ronald Johnson has transmuted Paradise Lost into ‘radi os’, triggered by hearing Lukas Foss’ ‘Baroque
Variations’, which used Handel and erased parts: ‘so that it had a modern, modish feel, but it was definitely
Handel.’100
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Poets overcome poems
Noam Chomsky invented the line, ‘Colorless green ideas sleep furiously’ to show that language was
independent of reality, an example of a well-formed sentence which was semantically nonsense. John
Hollander borrowed this sentence to close his poem ‘Coiled Alizarine’.101
Poets face up to poems
One makes a poem as little as one makes
the weather. One goes to the window and looks out
and sees it there, outside. Read!
We go out into it if we dare.
William Bronk102
Poets look for poems
In the tradition of flâneurs, (Baudelaire and Aragon), Jacques Reda adds a bricoleur dimension, writing,
‘What I wanted was to save the words of everyone.’103
Poets invent poems
Tristan Tzara pulled a poem out of a hat, word by word.104 Chance is a modern theology.105 Jackson MacLow
in the 1950s used ’systematic-chance’ methods (including throwing dice). He also used generative
‘procedural form’, often algorithmic, that creates a structure constraining the poet but introducing
unexpected possibilities (influenced by the ego-less creativity of Zen Buddhism). For example, he uses a
number sequence derived from an algebraic sequence by the French mathematician Edouard Lucas devised
to test for Mersenne prime numbers (c 1880).106
Poets play with code
‘Potentially codework is a term for literature which uses, addresses, and incorporates code: as underlying
language-animating or language-generating programming, as a special type of language in itself, or as an
intrinsic part of the new surface language or 'interface text,' as I call it, of writing in networked and
programmable media.’
John Cayley107
Kids play with poems
‘Ring a ring o' roses, A pocket full of posies, A-tishoo! A-tishoo! We all fall down.’ Poetry is still
transmitted in oral forms, even in literate cultures, because we first learn poems as nursery rhymes, gaining a
sense of rhyme, rhythm, and words as having pitch. From these beginnings poets instinctively handle
language.108 (Charles Bernstein uses nursery rhymes for more pointed reasons.109)

A New Defence of Poetry - and New Possibilities from Hypertext to Ecopoetry

284

Poems speak for poets
‘This poem is concerned with language on a very plain level.
Look at it talking to you. You look out a window
Or pretend to fidget. You have it but you don't have it.
You miss it, it misses you. You miss each other.’
John Ashbery, ‘Paradoxes and Oxymorons’, 1981110
Poems ask about poetry
An anxious reader asked the Guardian’s Notes & Queries:
‘Can anyone tell
Me if this
Is a poem or
not?’ 111
Poems speak for Peoples and Ancestors
‘aylintja marlpa arraya atipampa yinila
awartija arntjarlakwiy awapilpa apirriya
awartija arntjarlakwiy awuruawura yirrpiriya
grass hollow stalks falling underneath
short mulga hanging branches sap moisture
short mulga hanging branches wind sighing’
from Anthipa songs for an Alyawarra song line, accompanying dancing.112
Poems speak to the People
‘The walls have ears. Your ears have walls.’
graffiti, Paris, May 1968113
Poems (and bodies) speak for Poets
Hugo Ball’s simultaneous poem was a ‘contrapuntal recitative’, for voices, whistles, sirens etc.: ‘Noises (a
drawn-out rrr sustained for minutes on end, sudden crashes, sirens wailing) are existentially more powerful
than the human voice.’ Richter claims it looked ahead to automatic poetry, which ‘springs directly from the
poet's bowels or other organs which have stored up reserves of usable material.’114
Poems speak in code
Computer code itself can become the subject, material and agent, often visual, formal and concrete, without
intelligible words or even letters perceivable (e.g. Ted Warnell115).
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Mouths speak for Poems
The Italian Futurists, Russian Futurists and Dadaists, while not strictly making ‘sound poetry’, prefigured the
development of the contemporary phonetic poem.116
Eyes speak for Poems
‘Concrete Poetry’ - Experiments with ‘verbovocovisual’ (James Joyce) textual modalities which use ‘the
advantages of non-verbal communication, without renouncing the virtuality of the word.’ Augusto de
Campos, Décio Pignatari, and Haroldo de Campos.117
Drugs speak for Poets
‘This time coming out from under
sodium pentathol my first words were,
‘I dreamt I was a polar bear
that couldn’t write poetry.’
Literally but to unhearing ears.’
‘Polar Bear’, Ramon Guthrie118
The Muse(s) speaks to (through) poets
Hesiod’s Muses were: Melpomene, singing & dancing; Kalliope, beautiful voice; Erato, desire; Euterpe, well
pleasing; Terpsichore, delightful dancer; Thaleia, festivities; Polyhymnia, many hymns; Kleio, glory; and
Ourania, heavenly one.
The World speaks to poems
According to Paul Hoover, a Ted Berrigan compositional method was to write on the typewriter over a week
or so, encouraging chance events, and new references to become part of the poem, even encouraging friends
to contribute to the on-going production.119 There is a tension in creative work between creation and
discovery. How much does the poet create and how much is created through the poet? Heaney calls this ‘a
double process of making and discovery.’120
All of the above variations tend to be judged, and placed, into two cultural boxes, ‘high’ and ‘low’, and other
categories (e.g. genre, avant-garde, traditional)121 – but poetry is present, in some sense, in them all.
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Appendix 16

Speech Act Theory and Poetry

J. L. Austin’s theory of speech-acts1 views language as social activity, avoiding analytic philosophy’s
emphasis on truth correspondence (Logical Positivists were obsessed with propositional statements which
Austin thought abstractions) and linguistic formalists who studied abstract language competence rather than
the pragmatics of language use. Austin borrowed expressive traditions of language to expand analytical
philosophy’s concerns from description to action/performance. He began by distinguishing constatives
(utterances which describe external reality) from performatives (utterances which perform and make their
own meaning, e.g. promises). The latter do not describe an act; they produce it. A person uttering a
performative is ‘doing something rather than merely saying something.’ To utter a performative though is to
change the world through use of language.2 John Searle has developed this theory and argues that speechacts are governed by constitutive rules; subject to four types of felicity conditions: preparatory, sincerity,
propositional content and essential conditions. He notes that the self of an illocutionary speech-act is a social
institutionalised person.3
Derrida praises Austin for putting forward a new ‘category of communication’ that is concened with effect
and not just transference of thought-contents. Austin shows that performatives are susceptible to failure and
yet treats that risk as accidental, whereas Derrida treats it as integral to the impurity of speech-acts which
require an appropriate context, ‘the self-presence of a total context, the transparency of intentions, the
presence of meaning for the absolutely singular oneness of a speech act . . .’4 Rather than performatives
being the result of singular, intentional acts, Derrida emphasises their discursive features of iterability and
citation.5 As Searle points out, as a result of iterability, five sentences may have the same semantic sense but
each have different truth conditions.6 Vygotsky noted that Dostoevsky writes about six drunks who all utter a
single swear word, and each meaning differs utterly. Talk is in an ongoing dynamic changing context which
demands responses from us and into which we perform recognising the singularity of every speech
environment.7
Speech-acts are social and structural. Robin Dunbar’s study of contemporary English speakers found that
social relationships and personal experiences accounted for about seventy percent of conversation time.8
(Chapter 1.2) They follow identifiable patterns of organisation to further their purpose and can be artistic,
using symbols to capture attention, produce a mood or stimulate an audience to action as in poetry. This
element stresses the performative and communicative elements, but speech-act theorists have ignored the
larger context of speech-acts, eg. the embodied nature of human language use. 9 Understanding metaphor as
conceptual and concepts in turn as experiential and embodied, fits with a performative view of language as
dynamic, active and tending towards the poetic. V. N. Voloshinov, a language philosopher, argued that
instrumental and expressive theories of the literary separated social structures and referential function from
individual utterance and creativity. He emphasised language as activity and as dialogical, implemented in a
dynamic process of interaction between speakers.10
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Howard Garfinkel coined the term ‘ethnomethodology’ to describe the study of members' practice - how
ordinary members of society make sense of, and negotiate the everyday world with a body of common sense
knowledge.11 Interaction is at heart the act of presenting oneself, which Garfinkel writes is an ‘endless,
ongoing, contingent accomplishment;’12 which happens through speech-acts, as well as other avenues. Harré
and Gillet argue that speech-acts are the main way in which minds become personalised and locations for
narrative identity: ‘One speech act does not cause another. Rather, one speech act makes another appropriate,
or, as they say in this theory, normatively accountable.’13 Discourse analysts tend to be sceptical of speechact theories or speech-move schemas, regarding them as unreliable, incapable of encompassing background
and context, and while oriented to a speaker’s intention unable to stay with the complexities of real
conversation with revised intentions and new contexts.14 Texts are more open to interpretation than speechacts in speech due to lack of contextualisation cues (John Gumperz, 1982, 199015), definitions of the ‘frame’
(Erving Goffman16), and communicative competence, the cultural approach to discourse analysis, the
‘Speaking model’ (Dell Hymes, 1972, 1974, 1986).17 Unlike Austin, Goffman describes four types of
transformational frame: make-believe which includes imitation, drama and playfulness; contests which
includes sport and games which take on compelling separate reality; ceremonial or ritual; and 'technical
redoings', which includes scientific experiments, where actions are interpreted as providing information.18
Literature would appear to belong primarily to the first category but partakes of all four.
Performativity rests upon a constitutive theory of language, as continuously and dynamically formative in the
world of social practices influenced by Wittgenstein’s observation that, ‘Only in the stream of thought and
life do words have meaning.’ (1981, no.173) This approach was refined by the philosophers, John Searle,19
Paul Grice and the linguist Emile Benveniste.20 Jacques Derrida, Paul de Man, Shoshana Felman, J. Hillis
Miller and Barbara Johnson all argue that language is fundamentally performative and thus always subject to
shifting contextual interpretations, thus meaning is always suspended and not fully determinate.21 Warwick
Slinn notes that, ‘Performativity therefore is a materialist concept, both through its focus on the speech act as
material signifier and its attention to the production of social meaning.’22 The fact that extra-verbal context is
needed for meaning, was a factor in dismissing poetry as a speech-act.
‘A performative utterance will be in a peculiar way hollow or void if said by an actor or on the
stage, or if introduced in a poem, or spoken in a soliloquy. Language in such circumstances is in
special ways not seriously used, but used in ways parasitic upon its normal use – ways that fall
under the doctrine of the etoliations of language.’
J.L. Austin23

Note that a distinction between normal and parasitic is necessary for social life (are you really married?).
Robert Brandom develops speech-act theory by addressing the inferentiality and normative character of
semantic concepts24 - but speech-act theory still tends to be too heavy-handed to capture the dynamic flux
and dance of speech, its contextual dependence and play. However, this approach does emphasise the
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performativity of poems and connect the generative speech-act to some measure of referentiality.25 David
Gorman attacks literary theorists for their obsession with J. L. Austin’s exclusion of literary linguistic
phenomena from theoretical consideration, rather than looking to explore how speech-act theory may inform
literary theory.26 So can speech-act theory usefully illuminate the poetic text? Slinn thinks so, arguing, ‘We
need, then, a model for poetry which would account for the interrelationship between intrinsic and extrinsic
referentiality... without shifting into simplified inside-outside polarities and without reducing to travesty the
complexity of the unique. . . And there is the role of the reader: all historical or cultural accounts need
sooner or later to accommodate the act of present production.’27 It shows that texts, like speech, are dynamic
interactions with their interpreters, in the real world.
Hans-Georg Gadamer’s version of speech-act theory - distinguishes between two types of sayings: pledging
and proclamation. Gadamer states that the poem is a type of ‘pledge’ in that the poem is more than
communication, since it is ‘a binding word that presupposes mutual validity.’28 He believes that poetic
language is similar to common speech, in that both do more than exchange information – they energise, ‘our
own aspirations and knowledge into a broader and richer horizon through dialogue with the other.’29

A New Defence of Poetry - and New Possibilities from Hypertext to Ecopoetry

299

Appendix 17

Origins of Poetry

‘Asking where poetry comes from is another way of asking what it is and what it means. In my view,
all literal inquiries into the origins of art are eminently disposable. To claim to penetrate to the
beginnings of art betrays a naked quest for ascendancy over the work at hand.’
Mark Edmundsen30

Traditionally, the sources of creativity are inaccessible, and tied to religious or mythological discourses.
Homer touches on inspiration when the bard, Phemius, pleads with Odysseus:
‘You will be sorry afterwards if you kill a bard who can sing for both gods and men as I can. I make all
my lays myself, and heaven visits me with every kind of inspiration. I would sing to you as though you
were a god, do not therefore be in such a hurry to cut my head off.’
‘The Odyssey’, Homer31

In the Ion, a magnetic stone attracts an iron ring that attracts other iron rings; this is a figure for poetry
deriving from a an exterior force one is unable to control or explain As a result Plato supposes that Ion‘s
skills as a rhapsode arise not from techne or knowledge but divine dispensation (theia moira). Here, Plato is
at his most poetic, with metaphor and flow of language.32
Origins of anything are mysterious and energise myth, of poetry doubly so. Helen Epstein points out that,
‘Just as there are some now who believe there are genes for ‘happiness and ‘novelty-seeking’, phrenologists
thought there were bumps on the head corresponding to poetic talent...’ 33 I will briefly argue that lyric
poetry (as opposed to oral ballads or modernist collagist practices) tends to form through a two-stage
process, which Wordsworth first described (via a ‘receptive state’) in ‘Tintern Abbey’. He expanded this
idea in the 1800 introduction to Lyrical Ballads (famously) as, ‘Poetry is the spontaneous overflow of
powerful feelings.’34 In the 1802 introduction he wrote that poetry, ‘takes its origin from emotion recollected
in tranquillity: the emotion is contemplated till by a species of reaction the tranquillity gradually disappears,
and an emotion kindred to that which was before the subject of contemplation is gradually produced and
does itself actually exist in the mind.’35 This is an example of a two-stage process, which attempted a
mimetic attunement to past experience, rather than a descriptive mirroring of objects and events. Coleridge
proposed at first, ‘gentle’ then ‘profound or vehement’ emotions working with ‘that synthetic and magical
power, to which we have exclusively appropriated the name of imagination.’36
Shelley claimed: ‘§275. The functions of the poetic faculty are twofold, by one it creates new material of
knowledge and power, by the other it engenders in the mind a desire to reproduce and arrange them . . .‘ This
reflects the chronology of speech-act to artefact via practice in my tripartite model. Poems are cognitive
scaffolding, and are valuable being alert to the outside environment, not dulled to it, and not self-reliant (as
in Taoist theories of creativity).37
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Box A17

Magnetism

The Greeks and Romans didn’t realise magnets pointed to magnetic north. Pliny told of a land ‘Magnesia’ where
shepherds who wore hob nailed boots stuck to the earth, and where the word comes from. The phenomena of the iron
rings is now known as magnetic induction, the induced magnet in this case the rings may be temporary magnets,
while in proximity to magnet or permanent depending on the make-up of the iron and strength of magnet. In the 18th
C magnetism and electricity were considered as separate phenomena. Hans Christian Ersted a Danish scientist first
showed that a current in a wire made a compass move in 1820. Then after Faraday in the 1830s the two phenomena
considered the same and as electricity became more important interest in magnetism faded.
‘The commonest and oldest toy he knew was the child’s magnet... the most familiar of puzzles. He covered his desk
with magnets... no one knew why or how or what it radiated or whether it radiated at all. It revealed a condition of
human ignorance and helplessness before the commonest forces. he couldn’t conceive but that someone, somewhere
could tell him all about the magnet.’ Henry Adams38
In 1772, Franz Mesmer in Vienna developed the idea that there was a power of animal magnetism. He used tubs of
magnets until a Jesuit priest claimed the technique, so Mesmer just used his hands. Becoming unpopular he went to
Paris in 1778 and became a showman, claiming cures in highly theatrical sessions. A commission (including
Benjamin Franklin) denounced him and he retired to Switzerland.39 One problem was that magnetism was seen as a
symbol of sexual attraction.40
In the 1840s, Dr Bray who coined the term ‘hypnosis’, conducted a séance with Jenny Lind (a mega star, ‘the
Swedish Nightingale’). He hypnotised two working women who proceeded to sing like Lind, and in any language.
Lind subsequently married a Jewish musician, which disturbed many contemporaries. Unseen power and forces were
seen as residing with ‘the other’, artists, magicians, and now UFO abductions. Lind’s life is uncannily a template for
the book George Dumaurier’s Trilby, a bestseller all over Europe in the 1890s. Trilby introduced the character of
Svengali – when he dies in the audience, the opera diva’s voice fails. The phenomenon of hypnosis was big news in
the 19th C, and part of a new sense of the mind with its reflexive and deeper mysterious depths as exemplified by
Dracula, Trilby and Dr Jeckyll at the fin de siecle.

One of the best-known techniques to kick-start the creative process is ‘psychic automatism’, which Breton
placed at the heart of Surrealism in his first Manifesto (1924), and reaffirmed in the essay ‘The Automatic
Message’ (1933).41 Breton metamorphosed ‘emotion recollected in tranquillity’ into ‘psychic automatism’ thought freed from ‘any control exercised by reason, exempt from any aesthetic or moral concern.’42 He
proposed a specific technique, ‘Put yourself in as passive, or receptive a state of mind as you can... Write
quickly, without any preconceived subject, fast enough so that you will not remember what you’re writing
and be tempted to re-read what you have written.’43 It is related to Rousseau’s reverie, on which Poggioli
comments, ‘What Rousseau terms ‘reverie’ is a state of passive introspection.’44
William Carlos Williams’ account of ‘two great phases of writing’ was written after Freud, Jung and
Surrealism. In the initial ‘anarchical phase of writing’, Williams exhorted, ‘Write, write anything: it is all in
all probably worthless anyhow, it is never hard to destroy written characters. But it is absolutely essential to
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the writing of anything worth while that the mind be fluid and release itself to the task... Forget all rules,
forget all restrictions, as to taste, as to what ought to be said, write for the pleasure of it.’ Williams suggested
the poet attends those words with a ‘full mind’ using ‘the fore-brain, the seat of memory and ratiocination,
the so-called intelligence.’45 In the second stage, rather than Wordsworthian mimesis, a capture of a mood/
emotion, the poem appears as an object subject to techne and revision, and if using free association as a
nugget amongst the flow of ‘piss.’46 Hence the dialectical tension between the poem as a ‘machine made of
words’47 and the poem s a spontaneous expression of a ‘fluid’ mind – closer to what Robert Bly (who
celebrates poetry's mysterious origins) has referred to as ‘psychic leaps’ (dependent on emotion and not
reason).48
In these two steps in the creative process, the initial one is usually the strongest and least under conscious
control.49 Though one can encourage it, Ted Hughes suggests, ‘imagine what you are writing about... Just
look at it, touch it, smell it, listen to it, turn yourself into it.’50 This first stage engenders embodied
excitement and what Hughes, calls ‘involuntary concentration.’51 Alland posits an aesthetic-cognitive
function he calls ‘transformation-representation’ (i.e. we like to play and transform materials). Form assists
storage and circulation; narrativity assists the sequencing and thus processing of the information.52
John Dewey thought poetry was written under pressure of the subject matter.53 AD Hope similarly denied a
self-expressive explanation, arguing: ‘poetry is principally concerned to 'express' its subject.’54 Dewey
envisioned the role of art in general as a medium by which experience could be shared between individuals,
writing: ‘Speaking of the production of poetry... 'the artist's work proceeds not from a finished imaginative
experience to which the work of art corresponds, but from passionate excitement about the subject matter’...
The poet's poem is wrung from him by the subject which excites him.'55 There is a poetics of creation and
discovery, in which the artist does not so much create the poem, as is the vehicle of its expression. Dewey
still considered personal experience as a necessary factor in the creation of worthwhile art.
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Appendix 18

Wonder – beginnings of science, attention to nature

The beginning of nature writing reflects the mounting prestige of science, partly initiated by the great
English naturalist, John Ray (1627-1705) a natural theologist and taxonomist.
I look to a discursive poetry that emerges from the commonplace book impulse, one which Robert Boyle, the
father of modern science, argued for (contra Francis Bacon).56 Boyle was a Latitudinarian, seeking proof of
God in nature (as the Transcendentalists were to do 200 years later in New England).57 Robert Mayhew
suggests that reading the book of nature encouraged by the Latitudinarian position was the rhapsody on some
part of the creation, a meditative perception of nature which Boyle labelled ‘meletetics’. 58 The very diversity
and beauty of nature was cited. 59 ‘Based on the close (scientific) observation of small elements of the natural
world, Boyle advocated devout contemplation of their wonders, which would render the world a series of
‘lectures of ethicks or divinity.’ 60 He explicitly said this procedure could be applied to the observation of
‘landskip’. The beginnings of ‘scientific practice’ required enthusiasm and the ‘Occasional Meditationalists’
had plenty.61
‘My desire is that thou maist take out this leson, prove an artist, and set up for thy self.’
Edward Bury62
‘The whole world is a great library.’
George Swinnock63
‘The world is the great Book.’
Robert Boyle64

These were natural theologists who wrote needing to find God in the world without sharing Augustine’s
vision of the world laced with vestigia dei (traces and shadows of God) and avoiding the heresy of
pantheism.65 Joseph Priestley, writing a hundred years after Boyle, was still attempting to both standardise
science and yet relate it to the visible hand of God.66 In ‘An Introductory Preface’ Boyle empathises method
as a means of mental discipline and a structural device for writing. Such method extends to all levels of
discourse essay, treatise, meditation etc. ‘[T]he custom of making Occasional Meditations... accustomes a
man to an attentive observation of the Objects wherewith he is conversant’, allowing him ‘to make
reflections upon the things he takes notice of, and so, by exercising, improves his reasoning Faculty.’ ‘I
would not confine Occasional Meditation to Divinity itself... but am ready to allow mens thoughts to
expatiate much further, and to make of the Objects they contemplate not only a Theological and a Moral, but
also a Political, an Oeconomical, or even a Physical use’.67
Boyle thought that every day activities are part of God’s world and are thus capable of revealing truths. He
wrote many meditations that follow whatever interested him at the time, and always with a sense of open
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possibilities. He was a strong advocate for the argument from design and made an endowment for a series of
lectures to prove the existence of God.68 Michael Wintroub argues that Boyle’s early works, ‘can be firmly
located in the early modern tradition of commonplace books to which Erasmus’s works belong.’69 George
Swinnock encouraged everyone to undertake personal meditations on the world and if possible write it down:
‘To the Reader. God has given us a large field to walk in, and choice of flowers, pluck what we will, to put
into our nosegay.’70 Bury wrote 100 meditations centred on his garden, listing diverse natural phenomena eg.
‘the perpetuity of springs of all sorts, some hot, some cold, some sweet, some bitter, some salt, some fresh,
some medicinal, some not this observation.’71 Nature writing is in direct descent from these enthusiasms.
Transcendentalism emerged within the context of Unitarianism and the rise of romanticism.72
Transcendentalists, in reaction to Puritanism, believed in a monistic universe, one in which God is immanent
in nature. Spirit and matter ‘interpenetrate’, and differ not in essence but in degree. In such a pantheistic
world, the objects of nature, including people, are all equally divine (hence a preoccupation with the details
of nature, which seemed to encapsulate divine glory in microcosmic form).73 Transcendentalism provided
space for attention to a nature through both a sense of the spiritual unity of the world and from the
Romantic’s the notion of intuition as superior cognitively to reason.74 The central recurring theme that
emerges is a return to nature, often by a solitary figure out of reach of society.
Phenomenologist used the suspension of belief in the reality of the world, Alfred Schutz says, ‘as a device to
overcome the natural attitude by radicalising the Cartesian doubt.’75 In fact it is our natural attitude. Berger and
Luckman see the prime task of phenomenological sociology as understanding how everyday life is
constituted.76 But art wriggles free of the everyday, primarily through wonder which Descartes characterised as
– ‘a sudden surprise of the soul which causes it to apply itself to consider with attention the objects which seem
to it rare and extraordinary.’ 77 Wittgenstein, temperamentally an existentialist, wrote, ‘If I say, “I wonder at
the existence of the world,” I am misusing language.’78 In the tradition of Keats’ ‘Negative Capability’,
Bugbee writes in his journal, ‘One can celebrate a world in which ‘things just happen’, as does Chekhov, and
in doing so he may open himself to the understanding of reality as mystery.’ He quotes Pierre Jouve:
‘Mysteries are not truths that lie beyond us; they are truths that comprehend us.’79 Luce Irigaray points out
that wonder, ‘should surprise us again and again, appear to us as new, very different from what we knew.’80
This is what ‘great’ art achieves, and shares with complex natural environments, even the sea. It can keep up
with nature, as John Fowles writes in The Tree: ‘Nature is unlike art in terms of its product – what we in
general know it by. The difference is that it not only created, an external object with a history, and so
belonging to a past; but also creating in the present, as we experience it. As we watch it is so to speak
rewriting, reformulating, rephotographing itself.’81
Carl Linnaeus (1707-1778) provided a classifying system for the study of all living things; this tool for
identifying and naming all natural phenomena inspired Thomas Gray, and Gilbert White, and in North
America, William Bartram’s Travels, (1791), though Paul Carter emphasises the negative aspects.82 A
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botanising fad swept through the leisure classes. Gilbert White’s The Natural History of Selborne (1789)
began as a 'Garden Kalendar' (1751), in the form of letters published so that, ‘stationary men would pay
some attention to the districts on which they reside.’83 White was a vicar, gentleman, keen gardener, and
politically very conservative but sensed, like Thoreau, that culture and nature were intertwined, and that, ‘the
life and conversation of animals’ was important:
April (1784)
‘15 Dogs-toothed violets blow.
16. Nightingale heard in Maiden-dance. Ring-dove builds in my fields. Black-cap
sings.
17. The buds of the vines are not swelled yet atall.
19. Timothy the tortoise begins to stir.
May
3. Earthed the annual beds. Set up a coper-vane on the brew house.
5. Cut the first cucumber, a large one. Golden weather. . . shot three green-finches, which pull-off
the blossoms of the polyanths.’84

Writing literature was not White’s intention, though Wordsworth and Coleridge admired White’s writings
(all letters and journal entries - no poems, no verse epistles). Such literature adds to our experiences of
nature, and is no replacement.
‘One cannot go back to a
a Nightingale in the hope of getting a ‘more fundamental
Experience’ of it than one has gotten from Keats’ poem. This
Schema is not impoverishing but enriching. One does
Not have the Ode instead of the bird, one has them both.’
Kenneth Koch, ‘On Beauty’85
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Appendix 19

Arcadia in the Wye

‘getting serious...
Fire-prone place-names apart
there is only love; there are no Arcadias . . .
it’s a place . . .
where the farmer has done enough struggling-to-survive
for one day, and the artist rests from theory - ’
Les Murray, ‘Equanimity’86

The ideal pastoral dwelling is ‘Arcadia’, a utopia without, what Cicero termed, a second nature (alteram
naturam); a cultural landscape of fields, roads, bridges, buildings.87 In ‘Arcades’, Milton named four
mountains and one river from Arcadia in the mountainous heart of the Peloponnese, a place created by poets,
in a few lines (which Ruskin mocked as ‘airy syllabling’). It was a rugged area not pastoral; yet Milton,
Spenser, Sidney, Pope, Boccaccio and Sannazaro all praised the locale.88
‘On old Lycaeus or Cyllene hoar
Trip no more in twilight ranks.’
Milton, ‘Arcades’

‘The main feature of Lycaeus was an altar on the very peak, where the secret rites of Wolf-Zeus were
celebrated. But when I reached the top, where an artificial mound marks the site of the ancient altar, I
saw a tanned man, fortyish, seated coolly in the hammering sun, watching bees go by. From time to
time he would whip out a net, catch a bee, extract it with his fingers, study it, and then let it go... he
was writing a definitive survey of the bees of the Peloponnese.’
Garry Wills89

Detailing specified localities was also seen in landscape paintings. Idealised versions of arcadia were
translated into England through landscape gardening, transferred from the paintings of Claude, Poussin and
Rosa, and encouraged by nationalism and the patronage of landed gentry. Landscape was beginning to be
established in England in 1640s as a separate branch of painting; ideas of nature mixed with ideas of
landscape, gardening, painting, poetry and travel. It is a distancing concept that tames wilderness through
perspective and privileges art over nature. Wilderness was rarely appreciated until the Romantics, despite
James Thomson’s claims.90 In the 18th C, Malcolm Andrews argues, ‘The gradual naturalization of classical
pastoral poetry and the imaginative recreation of Milton’s Eden in the Thames Valley or a Worcestershire
landscape prepares us for the Picturesque practices.’91
William Gilpin, theorist of the picturesque, claimed, ‘the picturesque eye looked with disgust at cultivated
fields, fields, seeking instead a nature, untamed by art, and bursting wildly into all its irregular forms.’92
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Jonathan Bate attacks the Picturesque as an ‘attempt to judge nature by the rules of art (which should rather
itself mimic nature)’,93 which he traces to the Cartesian divide between mind and body, and the
Enlightenment push to for ‘ecological imperialism’(141), though the visual for a visitor to the country, rather
than a worker, is a natural mode. After all, John Gay in Shepherd’s Week (1714) promised ‘a picture, or
rather lively landschape of thy own country.’
The picturesque, though maligned, encouraged looking at landscape, enjoying it and working with it – Gilpin
popularised sketching nature directly, a phenomenological turn. Plein air sketching in oils goes back to the
17thC, but prior to Gilpin, ‘preserved strict line between sketch and finished work.’94 Gilpin talked of the
picturesque as somewhere between poetry and painting and constructed an aesthetic theory of the relations
between the two, centred on an expanded notion of ut pictura poesis, ('as is poetry so is painting,' based on
Simonides of Ceos' idea of 'poetry as a speaking picture.'95) of open vistas, landscapes viewed as painting,
after Claude.96 Murray Krieger points out that Plato’s doctrine of mimesis, where representation can only be
literal imitation, disadvantages poetry by its secondary nature, as non-natural representation.97 The next step
from ut pictura poesis is ekphrasis, which James Heffernan argues is involved in the struggle between word
and image, rival systems of representation.98
John Barrel suggests the genre of the picturesque interacts between human history and primeval nature.99
Gilpin did not offer a theory to support his concept of the picturesque, so Uvedale Price and Richard Payne
Knight did.100 Gilpin and Price emphasised sudden variation, variety and intricacy, roughness and - old trees
and cottages, ‘beggars, gipsies and all such rough tattered figures.’101
William Wordsworth criticised the refusal to look directly at nature and feel it. ‘Now, it is remarkable that,
excepting... a passage or two in the Windsor Forest of Pope, the poetry of the period intervening between the
publication of the Paradise Lost and the Seasons does not contain a single new image of external nature; and
scarcely presents a familiar one from which it can be inferred that the eye of the Poet has been steadily fixed
upon his object, much less that his feelings had urged him to work upon it.’ 102 ‘Virgilian didacticism
becomes Wordsworthian descriptionism’, writes Bruce Graver.103 On his visit to Tintern Abbey Gilpin gets
closer than he could to a painting, or a contemporary poem, by getting close to beggars.104 Marjorie Levinson
has famously criticised Wordsworth’s ‘Tintern Abbey’ for ignoring the beggars and sights of trade that Celia
Fiennes would have mentioned - the river barges sliding past the bustle at the wharfs and the iron works
belching fire.105
‘. . . view
These plots of cottage-ground, these orchard-tufts,
Which, at this season, with their unripe fruits,
Among the woods and copses lose themselves,
Nor, with their green and simple hue, disturb
The wild green landscape.’
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‘Tintern Abbey’, Wordsworth

Frances Ferguson notes that Gilpin writes of particulars not just middle-distance real-life compositions.106
Gilpin saw trees as the ‘foundations of scenery’ and in Forest Survey examines genres of tree, mentions
individual trees with actual names and histories: ‘they record the history of some storm, some blast of
lightning, or other great event.’ He expressed admiration for ‘trees that are odd, picturesque from injuries or
disease’ and the ‘vegetable violence’ of an ash invading a decaying willow.107 One could argue that Gilpin
emphasises foregrounds for reasons of ecological interest not just conventions from the paintings of Salvator
Rosa or Claude.108
Hussey thought Gilpin in Remarks on Forest Scenery was ‘remarkable’ in his attunement to ‘impressionistic
views of nature in 1791’ but finally ‘disappointing that he should not have the courage to insist on artistic
truth... A revolution was required... Picturesque theory eventually achieved this liberty. But not through
Gilpin. It was Constable and Turner who were the liberators.’109 (Turner painted the picturesque ruins of
Tintern in the 1820s). However, the Picturesque paved the way for Romanticism in terms of emphasis on the
experiential and the natural world, like the theory of the Sublime had previously, but more democratically.
These experiences, within anyone’s reach, brought the natural environment into cultural discourse.
Gilpin was remarkably attentive, and to much more than the picturesque; Bate does him a disservice.
John Clare deeply mourned the loss of trees through the Enclosures:110
‘But now alas your awthorn bowers
All desolate we see
The tyrants hand their shade devours
And cuts down every tree . . .’
But strikes a fatal blow.’

‘Helpstone Green’

Clare had the humility to take nature seriously:
‘I felt it happiness to be
Unknown, obscure and like a tree
In woodland peace and privacy.’

Crabb Robinson reported that William Blake wept on reading Wordsworth’s ‘Intimations Ode’;
not the lines:
‘Thou, whose exterior semblance doth belie
Thy Soul’s immensity;
Thou best Philosopher . . .’
Nor -

‘Thanks to the human heart by which we live,
Thanks to its tenderness, its joys, and fears,
To me the meanest flower that blows can give
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Thoughts that do often lie too deep for tears.’

But the lines ‘But there’s a Tree, of many, one,
A single field which I have looked upon,
Both of them speak of something that is gone.’
Mark Edmundsen, in his DoP, comments, ‘I imagine Blake was overcome by the sheer appalling naturalness
of that tree. In English poetry before Wordsworth, ‘a Tree, of many, one’ would have had to be associated
with the tree of knowledge of good and evil, and with the cross on which Christ was crucified... Blake, as I
imagine it, wept for Wordsworth for being someone living in the world, if only for moments at a time,
without any kind of religious or philosophical consolations. He wept in compassion, but also in intense
admiration...’111 (Mircea Eliade viewed the tree as a symbol for both the real and the sacred.112) This echoes
Bachelard’s use of Rilke’s notion - of space between trees, of presence, but not life:
‘Space, outside ourselves, invades and ravishes things:
If you want to achieve the existence of a tree,
Invest it with inner space, this space
That has its being in you. . .’113

Compare to W.C. Williams, seeing a tree in the city; an attentive picturesque stance:
‘I must tell you
this young tree
whose round and firm trunk
between the wet
pavement and the gutter . . .
it thins
till nothing is left of it
but two
eccentric knotted
twigs
bending forward
hornlike at the top.’
‘Young Sycamore’114

Blake is a very different poet to the one Wordsworth became.115 The lines that follow, ‘something that is
gone’... ‘The Pansy at my feet / Doth the same tale repeat’, reflect nature and poems encompassing a broad
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scale. Blake attacked Wordsworth's pantheistic 'natural piety', writing in a margin of his book of
Wordsworth’s poems, ‘I see in Wordsworth the Natural Man rising up against the Spiritual Man Continually,
& then he is No Poet but a Heathen Philosopher at Enmity against all true Poetry or Inspiration.’116 From
Blake's first sighting of angels clustered in a tree when he was a small boy, he was considered abnormal and
often mad.
‘To see a World in a Grain of Sand
And Heaven in a Wild Flower,
Infinity in the palm of your hand
And Eternity in an hour.’
‘Auguries of Innocence’ (c.1800)

Blake had the scale of vision, but always directed to the transcendental, not what was present.117 He was
opposed to Newton's mechanistic view of the universe and wrote, ‘General knowledge is remote knowledge;
it is in particulars that wisdom consists and happiness, too.’118 Yet his poem A Poison Tree uses a tree as
parable for the anger and hatred humans are capable of. His pastoral sense of ‘England's green and pleasant
land’ grew from a dissenter’s stance.119 Blake did not believe that nature is meaningful without our
imagination through God’s love, so he is hardly ecological, treating natural phenomena as having meaning
and value in their own right. But he knew of industrialisation, the immense loss of forest (the Lake District
has been stripped for the English Navy), and the fact that a solitary tree is unnatural and lonely. He also
knew of the ancient reverence for trees, which Robert Graves describes in The White Goddess. 120
‘Learn then that God, who with the blast of winter shrivels the tree, and with the breezes of spring
restores it, offers it to thee as an emblem of thy hopes.’
William Gilpin121

John Clare a naturalist, from the very beginning on the level of ‘different insects passing and repassing as if
going to market or fair, some climbing up bents and rushes like so many church steeples, and others getting
out of the sun and into the bosom of a flower’.122
But before revisiting Wye in 1798, Wordsworth read Gilpin’s very popular guide book123 and Bate suggests
Wordsworth was aware of his early propensity to fall into this trap, when revisiting the Wye and writing,
‘Lines written a few miles above Tintern Abbey, on revisiting the banks of the Wye during a tour, July 13,
1798’ (‘Tintern Abbey’).124 This date is often taken as the beginning of Romanticism, partly because of
‘Tintern Abbey’.125 He had also read Gray's journal of the lakes, (1769) written as letters to a friend, first
published with his poems in 1775 and was most impressed.126
The valley is a location where painting, poetry and natural/cultural environments are all interrelated and
interacting. Wordsworth’s friend John Thewall wrote (May 1798) that ‘The enchanting beauties of the River
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Wye... have acquired a due celebrity from the description of Gilpin, and curiosity has been inflamed by
poetry and by prose, by paintings, prints and drawings . . .’127 This continues through brochures, advertising,
documentaries, guidebooks etc.128 By the 1790s, the clear difference between natural scenery and art was
dissolving in the cult of the picturesque.129 At the time the ‘Claude Glass’ was being popularised; Thomas
Gray used one to catch ‘views’ and ‘prospects’ of the Lakes in autumn 1769 (‘Journal’, pub 1775).130 The
same year Arthur Young toured the district for an economic survey but also noting picturesque features.131
Robert Southey wrote in 1807, of ‘flocks of fashion.’132 Bate suggests Wordsworth was aware of his early
propensity to fall into this ‘trap’ [that ‘the picturesque involved the carving-up of the perceiver’s
environment.’133 He claims ‘Wordsworth refused to look at this environment in this painterly way - which
can also be seen as theatrical distancing.134 Yet Wordsworth was ambivalent. In The Prelude he complained
of the Picturesque as ‘a strong infection of the age’ ‘Pampering... with meagre novelties / of colour and
proportion.’ And, ‘New pleasure, wider empires for the sight.’135 Yet he also wrote a travel guide, just over a
decade after Tintern (for the money).136
Wordsworth’s Guide to the Lakes (1810) describes itineraries with strict recommendations for the eye, ‘a
Walk in the early morning ought not to be taken on the eastern side of the vale’ but on western side, ‘for the
sake of the reflections upon the water, of light from the rising sun.’137 He added a sense of local culture, the
historical and natural history, especially geology to the genre. (He was friends with leading geologists and
corresponded with Charles Lyell).
So why did he not provide such information in his poetry. I explain part of the problem in a poem:
Poem. ‘The Grand Canyon, Bundanoon, NSW’
Hugh MacDiarmid used a geology lexicon for the beginning to ‘On a Raised Beach’ (1934), but part of its
strength is the mystery and telluric intimations of the language. Les Murray sees stones in the process of
some activity, not geomorphological, not geophysiological, but poetic – Murray is attracted to a poet’s
lexicon like scops to word hoards:
‘My cow going on
into the creek from this paspalum-thatched tunnel-track
divides her hoofs among the water's impediments,
clastic and ungulate stones.’138
At the same time, I have argued that knowledge helps enrich our appreciation. I quoted Buell asking, ‘Must
we study Roger Torrey Peterson’s bird books in order to read literature?’ Allen Carlson goes further in
arguing for ‘cognitive naturalism’, the notion that the natural sciences reveal properties of natural objects
necessary for appropriate aesthetic appreciation of natural environments.139 He terms the wider view, that
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appreciation of the natural environment is ‘guided’ by personal or cultural elements, ‘cognitive culturalism’.
Both take reference from Aldo Leopold’s valuing historical, cultural and scientific aspects of a place or
landscape to its aesthetic appreciation.140 Carlson does not view natural sciences as having the final
understanding of natural processes but the best available. Carlson thinks disinterestedness, as aesthetic
attention and contemplation, damages appreciation and imposes a restrictive aesthetic.141 Our disciplined
knowledge offers insights into the larger wonderful story of life, which Thomas Berry warns, we have lost
contact with.142 Similarly, Garre wants to, `enable individuals to construct narratives which can relate their
own lives to a new grand narrative, the global struggle for an environmentally sustainable civilization.'143 But
disciplined knowledge is not necessary to have an ecological empathy AND understanding, as indigenous
cultures and poets demonstrate. And ageologist’s knowledge can be used to abuse natural environments.
Thoreau, Leopold and Carlson were scientists of varying professionalism who recognised that such
knowledge should be 'supplemented by personal acquaintance, appreciation, and celebration of wild things
and wild places.144 This is an increasingly limiting option.145 This is where art can work. Anthony Weston
points out that 'Although wild experiences may be the starting point... there are only a few, ritualised and
hackneyed ways to speak for it in a culture that does not share it.'146 David Orr succinctly writes, 'I do not
know whether it is possible to love the planet or not, but I do know that it is possible to love the places we
can see, touch, smell and experience.' 147 Through agape or philia (not eros), we can link a sense of place and
its biota with Gary Snyder's, Arne Naess's and Erich Fromm's notions of self-realisation suggest that we can
be at home in nature if we become aware of nature.
The image of England many Australians have (and the English themselves) is Gilpinesque and hardly
particular, more a Vaseline-smeared image of a petite hand-grown landscape (bereft of forests). This is a
modern economic image. As John Rennie Short points out, ‘Land was privatised and the landscape was
transferred into a commercial space of regular, hedgerowed fields. The so called ‘typical’ English scene, of a
patchwork of green fields, is in origin the spatial inprint of an eighteenth-century commercial enterprise.’ 148
This is what fired up John Clare, a feel for locality and hatred of enclosure.’149 This is summed up by
‘Swordy Well’ (‘My name will quickly be the whole / That's left of Swordy Well.’). Heaney praises it, ‘His
‘Lament of Swordy Well’. . . must be one of the best poems of its century.’150 John Goodridge comments,
‘There is no 'Swordy Well' today, but there are local maps produced by the John Clare Society and by the
local tourist authorities that clearly mark its site: and this has all been the result of this poem.’ 151 John Clare
was interested in nature for its own sake, rather than as a key to some philosophical or aesthetic ideal. Critics
who complain of his mere descriptiveness miss the point. This barely literate, impecunious, psychotic writer
was a modern poet seeing natural and human processes in natural environments.
Lyrical Ballads was revolutionary in a number of ways, but with regards to this thesis, two in particular.
Firstly, the poems were linked to particular places running from Lady’s Fountain in the Quantock Hills to the
sea; secondly, all the people mentioned in the poems were people they had actually met on their walks.152 It

A New Defence of Poetry - and New Possibilities from Hypertext to Ecopoetry

312

demonstrates a confidence in natural and the particularity of observation; though in fact many of the poems
generalise, compared to the sharp observations in Dorothy Wordsworth’s Alfoxton Diary and The Grasmere
Journals, neglected because they sidestep existing genres. Wordsworth’s first poem in the collection, ‘Left
upon a Seat in a Yew-tree, which stands near the lake of Esthwaite, on a desolate part of the shore,
commanding a beautiful prospect’ (1795) is innovative in Wordsworth’s emphasis on the local, and also as
escape from poetic convention, being in blank verse (not rhyme, as Coleridge’s conversation poems were).
Karl Kroeber rightly notes that blank verse lets events and images appear more directly present and that:
‘This “opening” of form helped him dissolve the boundary between poet and natural world that had been
emphasised by elaborate artifices in epigrammatic and epitaphic verse.’153 But we cannot dissolve this
boundary.
Dorothy Wordsworth’s most famous journal entry (Grasmere, 15 April 1802) mentions ploughing.154 The
poet of the Lyrical Ballads is a poet of place, immediacy and keen observation and of more interest from an
ecological perspective (or poetic) than the famous poet endlessly revising his magnum opus. The Lyrical
Ballads was revolutionary in proposing direct connection with place and people and a confidence in the
ordinary world (though many of the poems generalise compared to the sharp observations in Dorothy
Wordsworth’s journals). 155 Wordsworth does describe the tough working lives of shepherds in the Lake
District in ‘Home at Grassmere’ and Book VIII of The Prelude (written before Book VII on London),
contrasting this image with the pastoral fiction of a shepherd’s life of ease. Despite an emphasis on the
commonplace, Wordsworth seeks transcendence of the ordinary (both in the poems, and preface to Lyrical
Ballads).156 He doesn’t evaluate the ecological implications, and later, I dispute claims that Wordsworth is an
eco-poet.
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Appendix 20 Gary Snyder - From Ploughing to Logging to ecopoet
Gary Snyder’s early work (Riprap, 1959 and Myths and Texts, 1960) moves between the poem, land and,
most importantly work (but not georgic work):
‘We finished clearing the last
Section of trail by noon,
High on the ridge-side
Two thousand feet above the creek...
I spied
A glitter, and found a flake
Black volcanic glass – obsidian –
By a flower. Hands and knees
Pushing the Bear grass...
I followed my own
Trail here. Picked up the cold-drill,
Pick, singlejack, and sack
Of dynamite.
Ten thousand years.’
‘Above Pate Valley’157

Here is effortless scale, from closely observing a flower at ground level to his work, using explosives, to
destroy at vast scale, which Robert Duncan spells out - SPACE.158 What is more important is attention; Lee
Rust Brown claims Emerson had a mobile scientific eye, ‘which can adjust its focus instantly from a single
leaf to a whole landscape.’159 This effortless mobility of scale is central to the poetic impulse.
Snyder comments, ‘The art of poetry is the riprap of words: ‘[T]he title [Riprap]... celebrates the work of
hands, the placing of rock, and my first glimpse of the image of the whole universe as interconnected,
interpenetrating, mutually reflecting, and mutually embracing.’ 160 If you can sense this with stone, life is
realised as part of an interconnecting system (like Gaia). This is not an intellectual connectedness (John
Davidson preached [Introduction]), nor the Romantic hyperbole of, ‘the magnificent stranger’, alone amidst
stones, plants and animals (Novalis161).
A poem builds a trail using hands and words. Snyder learnt the technique of riprapping, or laying stones on
steep trails for horses in the Sierra Nevada: ‘Poetry a riprap on the slick rock of metaphysics’ The title poem,
last poem in the book, attempts to materialise language, to link poetry to the body, to the environment, to
physical effort and the immediacy of the real. There is no ostentation, no poetic diction or flourishes; it deals
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with the sublime without emphasising the distance, the grandeur or the subjective impressions, which most
interested Edmund Burke and the Romantics.162
‘Riprap’ ends:
‘In the thin loam, each rock a word
a creek-washed stone
Granite: ingrained
with torment of fire and weight
Crystal and sediment linked hot
all change, in thoughts,
As well as things.’163

The work poems in Riprap are allied to Oriental poetic sensibilities of sparseness of grammatical niceties
and adjectives. The world is revealed through the mediation of language, not distorted. He claims the Riprap
poems achieve, ‘the work of seeing the world without any prism of language, and bring that seeing into
language'.164 This is impossible - all cognition is interpretive, it is understanding the prisms that is important.
But Snyder’s early poetry enjoys the ordinary not the sublime and doesn’t pay attention to the mediation of
language or philosophy. He reveals, ‘Finally I gave up trying to carry on an intellectual interior life ... By just
working, I found myself being completely there, having the whole mountain inside of me, and finally having
a whole language inside of me that became one with the rocks and with the trees.‘165 His intense study of Zen
poetry encouraged Zen affects: sabi/ isolation, wabi/ poverty, aware/ impermanence, and yugen/ mystery.
There is also a relation to the pared down objectivism:
‘Who
so poor the words
would with and take on substantial
meaning handholds footholds
to dig in one’s heels sliding . . .’ George Oppen166

Paul Sherman makes the large claim that, ‘poets [he is referring to Antin, Rothenberg and Snyder], dedicated
to poesis, have entered the public realm and, to that extent, reclaimed the polis, the place of speech and act,
that Plato tried to abolish. Plato also tried to banish the poets, and with this, the abolition of the polis, is a
direct attack on the primitive, in the mythologos, as Olson says in The Maximus Poems, on the shaman, on
the trickster.’167 Don’t forget that when Phaedrus led Socrates to some city gates in a region of Ilyssos, they
saw wonderful natural things that Socrates didn’t know of, and wasn’t interested in: ‘I'm a lover of learning,
and trees and open country won't teach me anything, whereas men in the town do.’168
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How well made and crafted do we want a poem, an essai, a road? How much techne or patience is needed to
produce affect?
‘To every natural form, rock, fruit, or flower
Even the loose stones that cover the high-way,
I gave a moral life, I saw them feel,
or link’d them to some feeling.’
Wordsworth, Prelude III, 124-7169

When Myths & Texts was published, Snyder wrote, ‘I've just recently come to realise that the rhythms of my
poems follow the rhythm of the physical work I'm doing and life I'm leading at any given time - which
makes the music in my head which creates the line.’ 170 Snyder acknowledges technology, for all his
attraction to Zen and Buddhist notions of retreat:
‘Loggers all gone fishing
Chainsaws in a pool of cold oil
On back porches of ten thousand
Split-shake houses, quiet in summer rain.’
‘The Late Show & Lumber Strike of the Summer of Fifty-four’171

‘Snow on fresh stumps and brush piles.
The generator starts and rumbles
in the frosty dawn
I wake from bitter dreams,
Rise and build a fire,
Pull on and lace the stiff cold boots . . .’

‘Logging 2’

‘In the frozen grass
wild horses stand
beyond a row of pines.
The D8 tears through piss-fir,
Scrapes the seed-pine
chipmunks flee,
A black ant carries an egg
Aimlessly from the battered ground.’

‘Logging 8’172

Nick Selby affirms that Snyder’s, ‘poetics is an ecological poetics: it is the site for acts of reading that are
ecological in their attempt to read land and poem as one.’173 His task was logging; a violent business, using
chainsaw, explosives and the axe. John Muir, long before Snyder, explored the Sierras and aligned word to
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stone, though in a much more transcendental, romantic sense, ‘It seems a gigantic statement for even nature
to make, all in one mighty stone word... Wildness so godful, cosmic, primeval, bestows a new sense of the
earth's beauty and size.’174 Natural landscapes now tend to the sublime, as the more fertile pastoral ones have
been developed, and retain their power even in the age of the technological sublime. Leo Marx writes of a
landscape's ‘metaphoric powers’ to evoke aesthetic, moral, religious, and political sensibilities.175
Logging has been a catalyst for the green movement. Trees are symbolic and provide a rich aesthetic and
biodiverse environment (as Gilpin realised). Snyder’s early poems realise the loss of clear-cut forests but
celebrate the hard physical work. This ambivalence dissipates, for example in Axe Handles (1983). Sherman
Paul cites Snyder on the pipeline workers in ‘Dillingham, Alaska, the Willow Tree Bar’, ‘Drinking it down /
the pain of the work of wrecking the world.’176 By this time Snyder has been using American Indian myths
and identified with a primitivism and eco-activism. But even in The Back Country Snyder avoids selfreference or indeed human reference and used parataxis to create a sense of the world, events and objects
existing independent of a subjective consciousness.177
The power of language lies both in its iconic power, and its symbolic reach, different techniques tilt the
balance one way or another. Snyder, a respected eco-philosopher, has been moving towards the latter. A
successful ecopoetry has the tricky task of respecting both.
Snyder spent many years as a Zen monk in Japan. In 1968, he moved to California and built a house
‘Kitkitdizze’, which became a settlement as friends and followers moved close by. Poetry became part of
everyday life - ‘Those who came to learn poetry from Snyder found they were given household tasks so he
had more time to write poetry. His critique might easily focus more on their carpentry or gardening skills
than on the poetry they drafted, for Snyder believed that the roots of a philosophy of life come to the surface
in one’s approach to everyday tasks.’178 This is consistent with Aristotle's observation that human life offers
no more fulfilling activity than the exercise of some acquired skill. Through skilled actions, we internalise a
heightened sensitivity to the context as our normal ability to respond to complex feedback bypasses
conscious processing.
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novel take up little space but unfold during a period of time. Thus, the spatial/visual arts are characterised by the
simultaneity of signs, while the temporal/verbal arts are characterised by the succession of signs (language).
96
It was the later Claude, painting in the grand manner, somewhat mannered and predictable, of open vistas that
influenced English notions of landscape. The landscape of medieval England would be unrecognisable to our eyes.
Arable land consisted of open fields in tiny strips which was not suitable to the new agricultural technologies and
economies.. Enclosure replaced such fields and alienated common grounds; between 1750 and 1840 about a quarter of
England was affected. John Clare wrote bitterly about this process. It a process that has been ongoing, the fields getting
bigger because of ‘economies of scale’, hedgerows and other habitats for animals declining sharply. John Barrell argues
that the commanding and panoramic prospect served, as a landscape and as a figure in aesthetic and political debate, to
confer authority. The spreading view belonged to gentlemen landowners. Ut pictura poesis was restored with the
scientific Enlightenment; poetry was verbal painting using transparent language. Murray Krieger, Ekphrasis, The
Illusion of the Natural Sign, Johns Hopkins UP, 1992, p23.
97
Krieger asks, ‘What theory of representation, what semiotic, is required in order to argue that imitation is the same
operation in the visual and verbal arts?’ Murray Krieger, 1992, p23. ‘Under the aegis of this aesthetic [mimesis], and
with the eyes as the privileged sense (as it was for Plato), the model art is of course the pictorial art to which the verbal
art has to adapt its program.’(p13) This notion strengthened by events such as in 1216 Pope Innocent II offering
indulgences to those who prayed to the image of on St Veronica’s veil, said to be a direct transfer from Christ’s face.
Early art and art in traditional societies stress the importance of linking objects with the past (ancestors) or the spirits
world. Words being fluid, common and ambiguous lack this sense of touch, though the Torah, Bible and Koran make
attempts in that direction. Art had mostly lost its sacred tie to the spirit world, images in ikonstasis are of
representations but presences, though it can be argued that such early images were liturgical, i.e. power conferred by
outside ritual, eg. altarpiece.
98
James A. W. Heffernan, Museum of Words: The Poetics of Ekphrasis from Homer to Ashbery, U of Chicago P, 1993.
The struggle Heffernen suggests is typically gendered, male speech attempting to control seductive but threatening
female images and male narrative subduing beauty spinning timeless in space. W.J.T. Mitchell uses the terms ekphrastic
hope and fear. W J T Mitchell, Picture Theory. Chicago: U of Chicago P, 1994. Hope that writing succeeds in vividly
bringing to mind a scene or description, and fear. Fear that writing fails to dominate the visual. There is both hope and
distrust that text and image can harmoniously work together as a unity.
99
John Barrell, ‘The Public Prospect and Private View’ in Salim Kemal & Ivan Gaskell, Eds., Landscape, natural
beauty and the arts, Cambridge U P, 1993, p14.
100
Price wrote ‘Essay on the Picturesque’ (1794) and Knight ‘The Landscape’ (1794), a poem that supports Price’s
criteria of variety and intricacy. Burke had defined the beautiful (in opposition to the sublime) as smooth and with
gradual variation. Tim Fulford notes an inherent conflict within picturesque theory between those who were both
property owners and arbiters of taste in landscape, like Price and Knight, and those, like Repton and Gilpin, who were
not landowners and who tended to uproot taste from ownership and make it available to unpropertied professionals and
tourists. Tim Fulford, Landscape, Liberty and Authority: Poetry, Criticism and Politics from Thomson to Wordsworth,
Cambridge UP, 1996. Hence the importance of the North American experience to the development of our contemporary
sense of nature, wilderness etc. John Muir termed the North American natural environment, ‘a democratic terrestrial
paradise.’
101
Dobrey Townsend writes, ‘Two things emerge from the 18th C development of picturesque; first the culmination of
the move towards distance, especially in the case of the environment and use of nature in landscape painting and
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gardening, and the separation of the practical, utilitarian and convenient from the contemplative and visual effects that
are regarded as aesthetically valuable, and second; the identification of expressive features of natural; objects as the
product of the imagination...’ Dobrey Townsend, The Picturesque’, Journal of aesthetics and art criticism, Fall 1997,
p375.
102
Wordsworth, Essay Supplementary to Preface (1815), Pope came to be seen as artificial, and not ‘following nature’
at all. Hazlitt called him ‘a poet not of nature but of art.’ Alexander Pope shared this view of the natural in gardens and
in art. Pope proffered two complimentary rules for poets: ‘follow nature’102 and use ‘nature methodized’ The rules by
which we measure poetry are ‘discover'd’ (descriptive) ‘not devis'd’ (prescriptive) and ‘Are Nature still, but Nature
Methodiz'd.’. I should add that he thought to imitate Homer is to imitate nature. ‘Nature and Homer were, he found, the
same’ . ‘Learn thence for Ancient Rules a just Esteem; / To copy Nature is to copy Them’. Pope thought this way art
and nature could work together, in Essay on Man, Pope claims that ‘All Nature is but Art, unknown to thee.
103
Bruce Graver, ‘Wordsworth’s georgic beginnings’, Texas Studies in Literature and Language, 33, 1991, p146. Fry
talks of ‘georgian conventions of stationing the scene and the viewer’s movement through the scene (I am... I am) that
are so much part of a preromantic loco-descriptive and Spaziergang poetry can still be felt in Keat’s ‘To Autumn.’ p
104
‘One poor woman we followed, who had engaged to shew us the monks' library. She could scarcely crawl; shuffling
along her palsied limbs and meagre contracted body by the help of two sticks . . . All indeed she meant to tell us was
the story of her own wretchedness; and all she had to shew us was her own miserable habitation. We did not expect to
be interested as we were. I never saw so loathsome a human dwelling. It was a cavern loftily vaulted between two
ruined walls, which streamed with various coloured stains of unwholesome dews. The floor was earth, yielding through
moisture to the tread.’ William Gilpin, Observations on the River Wye, and Several Parts of South Wales, &c. Relative
Chiefly to Picturesque Beauty; Made in the Summer of the Year 1770 (published 1782). He is more perceptive than
John Byng who wrote, ‘I enter’d the abbey accompanied by a boy who knew nothing, and by a very old man who had
forgotten everything: but I kept him with me, as his venerable grey beard, and locks, added dignity to my thoughts; and
I fancied him the hermit of the place.’ Quoted in Malcolm Andrews, Malcolm Andrews, The Search for the
Picturesque: Landscape Aesthetics and Tourism in Britain, 1760-1800, Aldershot: Scolar Press, 1989. Andrews tells of
a clergyman tourist at Tintern who, through his inn window, saw the iron furnace, 'We saw Virgil's description realised,
and the interior of Etna, the forges of the Cyclops, and their fearful employment, immediately occurred to us . . .'.
Another account A clergyman tourist saw through his inn window the iron furnace, 'We saw Virgil's description
realised, and the interior of Etna, the forges of the Cyclops, and their fearful employment, immediately occurred to us. .
.' Quoted Michael Andrews, 1989, p3.
105
Marjorie Levinson, ‘Insight and Oversight: Reading 'Tintern Abbey Abbey',’ Wordsworth's Great Period Poems:
Four Essays, Cambridge UP, 1986. She suggests that his pastoral project ‘is a fragile affair, artfully assembled by acts
of exclusion.’ The Cistercian Abbey, after its dissolution in 1536, had gone to ruin and become a source of building
stone. Around 1760 the site was cleaned up and visitors began to arrive in the Wye Valley to witness the beauty of the
site and surroundings. Turner sketched it around 1820, still a picture of picturesque splendour.
106
Frances Ferguson, Solitude and the Sublime, Routledge 1992
107
Gilpin was not interested in the ecology of oaks. A plate ‘Oak tree Gardens’ by Anton Kerner von Marilaun (famous
in Europe) published the natural history of plants (1887 and 1891 in two vols.) unusually showed the tree in its natural
environment without isolating it as botanic specimen drawings. It showed the need to study ecology, the natural habits
and habitat of plants.
108
Though Pope was fond of them as well. In 1741, Pope petitioned Burlington to prevent Kent felling an old tree, ’one
of a long series of poetic manifestos against the fall of old trees.’ Keith Thomas, Man and the Natural World: Changing
attitides in England 1500-1800, Allen Lane, 1983. ‘In the later 18th C many artists began to specialize in portraits of
trees . . ‘Just as Gilpin is not acknowledged for his insights, neither is Pissaro who tutored Cezanne in plein-air painting
beginning in 1872, advising him to lighten up and so he walked around Mount St Victoire for the last thirty years of his
life. Cezanne’s anxious struggle to see the world parallels Gilpin’s. Though Cezanne’s fascination with landscape began
while staying at a house his mother owned at l'Estaque, near Marseille – his landscapes are focussed on seeing nature
and are empty of people and of their myths. Thomas West’s guide to Lakes of 1778 veered, ‘from the delicate touches
of Claude verified at Coniston Lake, to the noble sense of Poussin, exhibited at Windemere Water, and from that to the
stupendous romantic ideas of Salvator Rosa, realised in the Lake of Derwent.’ Quoted in Keith Thomas, Man and the
Natural World: Changing attitudes in England 1500-1800, Allen Lane, 1983, p266.
109
Hussey wrote of Gilpin's Remarks on Forest Scenery, ’It is as remarkable to find a man fully alive to the
impressionistic view of nature in 1791 as disappointing that he should not have the courage to insist on artistic truth. To
do so, however, needed more explosive force than Gilpin possessed. A revolution was required... Picturesque theory
eventually achieved this liberty. But not through Gilpin. It was Constable and Turner who were the liberators.’
Christopher Hussey, The Picturesque: Studies in an Idea (1927) Frank Cass, 1967, p124.
110
When Wordsworth was writing ‘Tintern Abbey’ the effects of the series of Enclosure Acts could be clearly seen in
parts of the country. In medieval England much arable land consisted of open fields, landowners and tenants lay
mingled in tiny strips, regulated by village communities. Large areas of heaths, moors and greens was grazed in
common by animals of the community. It was a landscape not suited to new market orientated agriculture, but suited to
wildlife. Barrell has researched the effects of enclosure on smallholders in Clare’s district. He thinks the poor were
actually better off but that this was counteracted by loss of rights, collecting firewood, gleanings etc. ‘It was the
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enclosure – and not a long drawn-out creation of a capitalist agriculture – which was not the occasion ... for Clares’
poetry.’ John Barrell, The idea of Landscape and the Sense of Place: 1730-1840; an approach to the poetry of John
Clare, CUP p63, 1972, p202.
111
Edmundsen, ibid, p238-9.
112
'The image of the tree was not chosen only to symbolise the cosmos but also to express life, youth, immortality,
wisdom. . . the tree came to express everything that religious man regards as pre-eminently real and sacred . .'
Mircea Eliade, The Sacred and Profane, Harvest 1959, p149.
113
He quotes Rilke, ‘‘These trees are magnificent, but even more magnificent is the sublime and moving space between
them, as though with their growth it too increased.’ The two kinds of space, intimate space and exterior space, keep
encouraging each other as it were, in their growth.’ Gaston Bachelard, Poetics of Space, (1958) Boston: Beacon, 1964,
p199-201
114
From Collected Poems (1934), in William Carlos Williams, Selected Poems, Ed., Charles Tomlinosn, Penguin, 1976,
p63.
115
Blake was primarily an engraver and painter, and wrote little new poetry during the last 20 years of his life. But he
believed painting and poetry could merge into the one art. Blake remains an anomaly in the history of painting even
though he is now rightly seen as a central figure in poetic history.
116
Blake's annotations to his volume of Wordsworth's Poems; 1826. (Blake left no poetry written after about 1818, but
he remained active as an engraver and artist.) The Complete Writings of William Blake, Ed., Geoffrey Keynes. London:
OUP, 1966, p782-83.
117
Blake had a Platonic belief that knowledge was innate, and there was no need to look to nature for insight into the
meaning of the world. Blake comments on the dispute between Thomas Paine and Richard Watson, the Bishop of
Landaff, who responded to Paine’s dismisses the moral worth of the Bible in favour of reason in the Age of Reason with
An Apology For the Bible. Blake disagrees with both of them but explicitly attacked the Bishop, ‘The Gospel is
Forgiveness of Sins & has No Moral Precepts these belong to Plato & Seneca & Nero . . .’ ‘Annotations to Apology.’
David Erdman, Ed., The Complete Poetry and Prose of William Blake, 3rd ed. Doubleday, p619.
118
Blake began with an abstract philosophy in early works such as There Is No Natural Religion and All Religions Are
One and developed particularity in the Songs. These lead to a collage like non –narrative feel of ‘Marriage of Heaven
and Hell and the Songs of Innocence and of Experience, and thus can explore what Blake calls ‘contraries.’ The reader
has to draw the lines together into a weave.
119
He would have been horrified to hear his lyric set to Parry’s music in 1916 as an imperialist English anthem. Blake’s
early Prophetic Books, Visions of the Daughters of Albion, America: A Prophecy, and Europe: A Prophecy, supported
the American Revolution, whereas, the British rule is seen as violent and oppressive. Blake tried to escape London, but
his finances wouldn’t allow it, he only lived outside the metropolis between 1800 to 1803, in a cottage at Felpham,
Sussex.
120
Robert Graves described tree-worship and tree-symbolism which occasionally surfaces in modern literary traditions.
In ancient tree-lore, trees correspond to sets of symbols, including letters of the alphabet. Thus each tree 'speaks' or
'writes' the story of how things are.
121
Remarks on Forest Scenery, and other Woodland Views (relative chiefly to picturesque beauty), illustrated by the
scenes of the New-Forest in Hampshire, 2 vols. London: R. Blamire, 1791, 1:103 and 103-5n.
122
Ronald Blythe, Talking About John Clare, Nottingham: Trent Editions, 1999.
123
Gilpin's Observations on the River Wye, and Several Parts of South Wales, &c. Relative Chiefly to Picturesque
Beauty; Made in the Summer of the Year 1770 initially appeared in 1782. It was the first of 5 popular guides he wrote.
124
Gilpin focused on the ruined Abbey as the highlight of the beautiful river valley in his, Observations on the River
Wye... Relative Chiefly to Picturesque Beauty: Made in the Summer of the Year 1770. The ruin is a towering
presence/absence in Tintern Abbey through the title of the poem despite its absence from the text. Bate suggests this
positioning has two main effects. Firstly Wordsworth has anticipated Adorno recognition that a taste for the picturesque
is likely to be imbued with reactionary politics. But Hazlitt supposed poetry in itself was opposed to liberal political
values, ‘The language of poetry naturally falls in with the language of power. The imagination is an exaggerating and
exclusive faculty: it takes from one thing to add to another... Poetry is right-royal. It puts the individual for the species,
the one above the infinite many, might before right.’ Hazlitt, Works 14 p214-5. ‘The second effect being the transfer of
religious sentiment from Christianity to nature. Though I suspect ruins even of an Abbey emphasised not religious
feelings as much as pathos and reflection on the ephemerality of great civilisations, of man’s industriousnes, of
individual lives.’
125
George Steiner reminds us what a great shock the events of 1789 were to people. Steiner notes Kant's reputed
lateness on his clockwork morning walk when news came of the fall of the Bastille, and the decision of the Republican
régime to start the calendar of human affairs anew events were and how the pace of life changed after. George Steiner,
In Bluebeard's Castle: Some Notes Towards the Redefinition of Culture, Yale UP, 1971.
126
Wordsworth wrote of Gray’s Journal, ‘Every reader of this journal must have been impressed with the words which
conclude his notice of the Vale of Grasmere: "Not a single red tile, no flaring gentleman's house or garden-wall, breaks
in upon the repose of this little unsuspected paradise; but all is peace, rusticity, and happy poverty, in its neatest and
most becoming attire.’ A Guide through the District of the Lakes in the North of England, with a Description of the
Scenery, &c. for the Use of Tourists and Residents. (1820) 1835 title.
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127

Published in ‘The Monthly Magazine’, quoted Jonathan Wordsworth, Michael C. Jaye, and Robert Woof, William
Wordsworth and the Age of English Romanticism, New Brunswick, 1987, p96.
128
These associations continue: ‘At present, natural beauty is so riddled with conceptions derived from painting and
poetry that landscape refers ambiguously to parts of nature, and representations of nature in paintings, photographs and
film.’ Salim Kemal & Ivan Gaskell, Eds., Landscape, natural beauty and the arts, Cambridge U P, 1993, p2. R.W.
Hepburn spurred interest in this neglected field with ‘Contemporary Aesthetics and the Neglect of Natural Beauty’, in
British Analytical Philosophy, Ed., B. Williams & A. Montifiore, Routledge, 1966.
129
The picturesque had two meanings: ‘that peculiar kind of beauty, which is agreeable in a picture, from Gilpin; and
from the contrast of beautiful to sublime. [O]bjects too small to be terrifying and too rough to be beautiful now came
under the category of picturesque, small scale scenery with intricacy, roughness, full of sharp contrasts and a variety of
tints.’ Edmund Burke’s Philosophical Enquiry (1757). Though Malcolm Andrews warns, ‘The case for direct influence
of landscape painting on the descriptive poetry of the first half of the century, though often asserted, can rarely be
proved, except when supported by external evidence.’ Malcolm Andrews, 1989, p21
130
It was a slightly blackened convex mirror used to view landscapes (by turning one’s back to it and viewing the tight
composition in the mirror). My experience of a camera obscura is that its effects are beautiful and entrancing, but on the
basis of being distanced – the scene is real but otherworldly. However ‘The true method of making things present to us,
advises Benjamin, is to present to imagine them in our space, as does the collector.’ Esther Leslie, 'Telescoping the
Microscopic Object: Benjamin the Collector' in Alex Coles Ed., Optics of Walter Benjamin, Black Dog Press, 1999,
p79. I argue below that presence is rather through movement, touch and empathy. The camera obscura led to the
dominance of monocular perspective painting. See Stephen Neale, Cinema and Technology, Indiana University Press
1985, p11-19.
131
Young complained that many parts difficult to access and suggested, ‘Winding paths be cut into the rock, and resting
places made for the weary traveler. Many of these paths must necessarily lead through the hanging woods, openings
might be made to let in the views of the lake . . .’ quoted by Malcolm Andrews, 1989, p181.
132
Robert Southey wrote in 1807, ‘Within the last thirty years, a taste for the picturesque has sprung up . . .While one of
the flocks of fashion migrates to the seacoast, another flies off to the mountains of Wales, to the lakes in the northern
provinces, or to Scotland... – all to study the picturesque, a new science for which a new language has been formed . . .’
Quoted in Keith Thomas, Man and the Natural World: Changing attitudes in England 1500-1800, Allen Lane, 1983,
p267.
133
Bate, 2000, p147. The Abbey is a towering presence through the title of the poem, despite its absence from the text.
Bate suggests this positioning has two main effects. Firstly, Wordsworth anticipated Adorno’s recognition that a taste
for the picturesque is likely to be imbued with reactionary politics. (144) The second effect being the transfer of
religious sentiment from Christianity to nature. Though I suspect ruins even of an Abbey emphasised not religious
feelings as much as pathos and reflection on the ephemerality of great civilisations, of man’s industriousness, of
individual lives.
134
For the theatre metaphor in landscape viewing, see Stephen Daniels and Denis Cosgrove, ‘Spectacle and Text:
Landscape Metaphors in Cultural Geography’ in Place/Culture/Representation, Eds., James Duncan and David Ley,
London: Routledge, 1993, p 57-77.
135
Wordsworth, 1805 Prelude, Book XI, L156, L192. Coleridge maintained his opposition all his life to ‘the despotism
of the eye’. Coleridge Biographia Literaria, Chap vi.
136
It was his most successful book, and went to five editions. I support the claim ‘The influence of the picturesque [on
Wordsworth] was on the whole a good one.’ Jonathan Wordsworth et al., 1987, p95.
137
Wordsworth read Gray's journal of the lakes, (1769) written as letters to a friend, first published with his poems in
1775. Wordsworth wrote of Gray’s Journal, ‘Every reader of this journal must have been impressed with the words
which conclude his notice of the Vale of Grasmere: "Not a single red tile, no flaring gentleman's house or garden-wall,
breaks in upon the repose of this little unsuspected paradise; but all is peace, rusticity, and happy poverty, in its neatest
and most becoming attire.’ A Guide through the District of the Lakes in the North of England, with a Description of the
Scenery, &c. for the Use of Tourists and Residents. (1820) 1835 title. Wordsworth, Guide to the Lakes (1810), Oxford
UP, 1970. But by then, the area had changed, (long before the threat of the railway which Wordsworth opposed). Robert
Southey was disappointed when he arrived, having read all the texts of the ‘tracts of horrid barrenness... stone
avalanches... we found no difficulty walking along a good road.’ (1807) Quoted Malcolm Andrews, p195.
138
Les Murray, 'Walking to the Cattle Place’, Collected Poems, William Heinemann, 1994, p70
139
Carlson’s position in ‘Appreciating Art and Appreciating Nature’ in Landscape, Natural Beauty, and the Arts, Eds.,
S. Kemal and I. Gaskell, Cambridge: Cambridge UP, 1993, p199-227, reprinted with minor modifications as Chapter 7
of Aesthetics and the Environment: The Appreciation of Nature, Art and Architecture, London: Routledge, 2000. Allen
Carlson writes, ‘As Heyd notes, my position involves the idea that natural science reveals the natural properties (NP)
that natural objects have and thus that attention to at least some of such properties is necessary for correct or appropriate
aesthetic appreciation of natural environments. The view may be called cognitive naturalism and characterized as a
position of the weak normative type.’ Allen Carlson, ‘Heyd and Newman on the aesthetic appreciation of nature’,
http://www.uqtr.uquebec.ca/AE/Vol_6/Carlson/carlson.html. The role of scientific knowledge in aesthetic appreciation
of nature is also discussed in R. Stecker, ‘The Correct and the Appropriate in the Appreciation of Nature’, British
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Journal of Aesthetics 37, 1997, p393-402; M. Budd, ‘The Aesthetics of Nature’, Proceedings of the Aristotelian Society
100, 2000, p137-57.
140
J. B. Callicott has elaborated Leopold's version of cognitive naturalism in a number of related articles. See, for
example, ‘The Land Aesthetic’ Companion to a Sand County Almanac: Interpretive and Critical Essays, Ed., J. B.
Callicott, Madison: University of Wisconsin Press, 1987, and/or ‘The Land Aesthetic’ Environmental Ethics:
Divergence and Convergence, 2nd Ed. Eds., R. G. Botzler and S. J. Armstrong, Boston: McGraw-Hill, 1998.
141
Salim Kemal & Ivan Gaskell, Eds, ‘Landscape, Natural Beauty and the Arts’, p28, quoted by Eds, Cambridge U P,
1993, p28, p36. The use of science by poets is something Dawkins calls for in Unweaving the Rainbow, ibid, he
believes the same impetus drives both practices, but not the details.
142
'Such a marvel is this fifteen billion year process... We now need to tell this story, meditate on it, and listen to it as it
is told by every breeze that blows, by every cloud in the sky, by every mountain and river and woodland, and by the
song of every cricket. We have lost contact with our story.’ Thomas Berry, ‘The Ecozoic Era: Eleventh Annual E. F.
Schumacher Lectures,' October 1991, http://www.schumachersociety.org/lec-tber.html. [DL 72.2000]
143
Arran E. Gare, Postmodernism and the Environmental Crisis, London and New York: Routledge, 1995, p160. I
don’t think stories are as important as underlying images, metaphors and practices, - hence my conviction that poetry
still a has a role to play as well as novels and non-fiction nature writing.
144
Philip Cafaro, 'Thoreau, Leopold, and Carlson', Environmental Ethics, V22/1, Spring 2001, p14.
145
Anthony Weston points out that 'Although wild experiences may be the starting point... there are only a few,
ritualised and hackneyed ways to speak for it in a culture that does not share it.' Anthony Weston, 'Beyond Intrinsic
Value: Pragamatism in Environmental Ethics' in Andrew Light & Erick Katz Eds., Environmental Pragmatism,
Routledge, 1998, p142.
146
Anthony Weston, 'Beyond Intrinsic Value: Pragamatism in Environmental Ethics' in Andrew Light & Erick Katz,
1998, p142.
147
David W. Orr, 'Love it or Lose it: The coming biophilia revolution' in Kellert & Wilson, ibid, p432.
148
John Rennie Short, Imagined Country: Environment, Culture and Society, Routledge, 1991.
149
Sir John Denham’s ‘Coopers Hill’ (piratically published 1642) is one of the first poems with a specific English
location and begins with an argument that the classical haunts e.g. Parnassus were created by poets and not the other
way round. Locality for Clare was pinpoint, in 1832 he moved four miles from Helpstone to Northborough and felt
alien there.
150
Seamus Heaney, Preoccupations: Selected prose 1968-78, Faber, 1980.
151
John Goodridge ‘Pastoral and popular modes in Clare's 'enclosure elegies' (Pt Two) in The Independent Spirit: John
Clare and the Self-Taught Tradition, 1994.
152
The other remarkable innovation was the subject matter, peasants and Mongols. It is this aspect that enables the
poems to foreground ordinary speech and the vernacular, which also mark interactiosn and misunderstandings between
people from different cultural milieus. In effect an anthropology, See Maureen McLane, Romanticism and the Human
Sciences: Poetry, Population, and the Discourse of the Species, Cambridge UP, 2000, p46.
153
Karl Kroeber, 1994, p68.
154
‘The wind was furious and we thought we must have returned. We first rested in the large Boathouse, then under a
furze Bush opposite Mr Clarkson's. Saw the plough going in the field. The wind seized our breath the Lake was rough.
There was a Boat by itself floating in the middle of the Bay below Water Millock. We rested again in the Water Millock
Lane. The hawthorns are black and green, the birches here and there greenish but there is yet more of purple to be seen
on the Twigs. We got over into a field to avoid some cows—people working, a few primroses by the roadside,
woodsorrel flower, the anemone, scentless violets, strawberries, and that starry yellow flower which Mrs C. calls pile
wort. When we were in the woods beyond Gowbarrow park we saw a few daffodils close to the water side . . .’ from
Journals of Dorothy Wordsworth: The Alfoxden Journal 1798, The Grasmere Journals 1800-1803, Ed., Mary
Moorman, New York: Oxford UP, 1971, p109-110. In terms of Carlson’s argument you may want to know that the
daffodils she saw are an endangered species, large rogue hybrids are taking over England.
155
The poems were linked to particular places running from Lady’s Fountain in the Quantock Hills to the sea; and the
characters mentioned were people they had met. There was also the contemporary feel (that novels shared) through the
use of plain diction unlike much eighteenth century verse, ornate and using rhyming couplets. The poems were also
radical in that the subjects were new. No one had written about a Mongol boy before (the Idiot Child) and the poems.
Dorothy Wordsworth started to keep her journal in the late 1790s, recording walks, visits, conversations and the natural
world. Her Alfoxden Journal, 1798 and Grasmere Journals 1800-03 were published posthumously. She wrote her
Journals ‘because I shall give William pleasure by it’, and her observations provided the concrete details of many of her
brother’s poems See William & Dorothy Wordsworth, Home at Grasmere: The Journal of Dorothy Wordsworth and the
Poems of William Wordsworth, Ed. Colette Clark, Penguin Classic, 1995. She wrote about thirty poems composed
sporadically from 1805 to 1840.
156
George Leonard comments, ‘For all his debts to Hartley... both Wordsworth’s critical work and poetic practice show
real scepticism that the average mind could as yet long or dependably project ‘life, physiognomy and passion into the
universe.’ George Leonard, Into the Light of Things: The Art of the Commonplace from Wordsworth to John Cage, U of
Chicago P, 1994, p56.
157
Gary Snyder, Riprap, (1959) Grey Fox Press, 1965, p9.
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158

Robert Duncan talks of Charles Olson’s ambition, ‘from Folsom cave to now – the waves of pre-glacial and postglacial migrations out of Asia . . . and then the Renaissance coming ‘home’, ‘back’ to the origins. ‘SPACE’: I spell it
large because it comes large here.’ ‘As an Introduction’, Sulfur, 35, 1994, p80. The ‘10,000 years’ in Chinese texts
means the infinite. The time scale for Mahayana Buddhists is vast, texts talk of 3,000 Buddhas of past, present and
future aeons whereas, the duration of one (Kalpa) is the time it takes a celestial maiden to wear away a ten cubit mile
rock if her garments brush against it as she passes once every three years.
159
Lee Rust Brown, The Emerson Museum, Harvard UP, 1997, p71.
160
Gary Snyder, Myths & Texts, Burning 13, New Directions, (1960) 1978, p48. Afterword to the 1990 edition Riprap
& Cold Mountain Poems, North Point P, p65-66.
161
For example, Novalis, Hymns to the Night (1800). In Novalis’ unfinished novel Heinrich von Ofterdingen, the hero
Heinrich plucks a blue flower and is transformed into stone, trees and animals to become man at home in the world – a
mystical union.
162
Serres is dependent on the sublime experienced in Loma Pieta earthquake California (1989). he wrote, ‘I saw her
[the earth] formerly with my eyes and my understanding; at last, through my belly and my feet, through my sex I am
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Appendix 21

The Ecocritical importance of Walden

Thoreau was not a deep ecologist who objected to the mapping of wilderness areas. He was a surveyor by
trade and a practical man interested in science, botany and biology, and the world. He did not move to
wilderness (then easily accessible for his experiment of deliberate living), but to a recently logged clearing
owned by Emerson, just over a mile from Concord, between the new Fitchburg railway line and the Walden
Road.1 Emerson had bought the land by Walden Pond to stop farmers cutting the woods for quick profit. In
March 1845, Thoreau began to cut down pines to make a hut, and erected a dwelling he described in terms of
‘economy, sturdiness, and rusticity.’2 He equated it to the burrows of native animals: ‘I dug my cellar in the
side of a hill sloping to the south, where a woodchuck had formerly dug his burrow . . . The house is still but
a sort of porch at the entrance of a burrow.’3 Thoreau had a pedagogical motive for the whole enterprise, (he
began his sojourn July 4, 1845) but in particular wanted to realise what it was to live a life free from many
habits, thoughtlessness and conventions. There are parallels with John Clare, whose work was devoted to
dwelling. (Chapter 11.4)
Walden is not a masculine (pre Iron John), DIY living in the woods or building a hut, though ‘Thoreau Huts’
are now available.4 When the cellar was excavated a hundred years later, a vast number of bent nails (a large
part of the hut’s budget) were found; it would appear that he was lousy with the hammer. 5
Drive a nail home and clinch it so faithfully that you can wake up in the night and think of your work
with satisfaction.
Thoreau, ‘Conclusion’6

Walden, or, Life in the Woods is a complex text, comprised of nature writing, social/political critique and
autobiography. Thoreau condenses two years into one full cycle of the seasons. He went through eight
revisions and sculpted Walden by culling, selecting, jiggling and collating pieces from his journals. The text
belongs to his journals, all two million words of them.7 In style, Walden keeps a journal’s sense of
immediacy and spontaneity and began in the context of a talk piece - lectures given to fellow citizens of
Concord. Walden would make a good talk piece; it is direct, appealing yet subtle and poetic and it
encourages one to talk back. The ‘I’ plays in a fictitious but naturalistic world, a literary creation tied to a
strenuous effort of self-creation, and the question we all have to ask, particularly in countries like Australia how do I build my house, my life and work, sustainably and honestly.
Following the writing of Walden, Thoreau’s journals become more empirical and scientific; he includes more
tables and measurements that as he worried worked against the poetry. Lyrical Ballads contained poems by
Wordsworth about outcasts, eg. ‘The Idiot Boy’, and ‘The Thorn’ (about a woman who has murdered her
bastard child) - But it was two lines that caused most furore at the time; lines about a pond: ‘I’ve measured it
from side to side:/ ‘Tis three foot long, and two feet wide.’ Wordsworth ignored the criticism, reprinting the
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poem with a two page note in its defence. He demonstrates a confidence in nature and the particularity of
place.
Walden is a pastoral and despite superficial similarities, nature writing and pastoral are quite different; in
some ways antipathetic, in terms of biocentricity for example. Nonetheless, Buell lists themes which
contribute to the book’s continuing ecocritical importance: 1. Its pastoralism; 2. Its inquest into the
correspondence between the natural and spiritual; 3. The frugal life; 4. Interest in natural history and
landscape aesthetics; and 5. His effort to promote social reflection and change.8
The term 'ecocriticism' first appeared in 1978, as an inherently political and social program, which is now
widely used for the study of ‘nature writing.’9 Scott Slovic takes a broad approach, emphasising, in his
definition of 'ecocriticism', both the study of nature writing, and of ecological implications present in any
text.10 Leonard Scigaj suggests that, 'Ecopoems help us to live our lives by encouraging us to understand,
respect, and cooperate with the laws of nature that sustain us.’11 Lawrence Buell sees ecocritics as examining
texts that allow one, ‘to imagine a more 'ecocentric' way of being’, and suggests poets record our
environmental mistakes (as Bate does).12 As Roger Thompson notes, 'Indeed, the name 'eco-poetry'
highlights its rhetorical roots, deriving from environmentalist movements whose purposes are a cultural
reconfiguration of the value of nature. Nature, even if vaguely divine for the eco-poet, needs social action to
halt its rapid destruction; thus, poetry needs explicitly rhetorical movements to enact that action.'13
Walking, his most influential essay for the Green movement, began as a lecture, ‘The Wild’, delivered at the
Concord Lyceum April 23, 1851. He developed it into the essay published posthumously in the Atlantic
Monthly (1862), famous for, ‘In wildness is the preservation of the world’, a rallying cry of environmental
movements. ‘Wildness’ is not wilderness but the natural world
Box A21

Walden Pond magnet

Not even “wood smoke”
climb back into the car
drive home to Boston
Pull a beer from the fridge
‘Massachusetts or on Visiting Walden Pond, 1st January 1973’,
Lee Harwood14
‘now I am ice, now
I am sorrel’ –
Thoreau, clear as spring water, cog-wheel nature
fitted into the infinite
under his foot ..
wool plus lichen plus human urine make
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black tweed
‘Pean to Dvorak, Deemer & McClure’, Jonathan Williams15
Concord is so cool, I come with my school.
Emerson lived across the street
and he taught Thoreau
who was always on his feet.
Amanda (‘from British Columbia’)16
‘Walden is fantasy. Emerson and Thoreau realised that, the hut was destroyed and there’s no photograph or reliable
sketch (thank God). You’re not sure you want to but head that way anyway, another implacable tourist. At the
information kiosk, a Concord matron warns that the Pond is closed, something about an airshow. Try in ten minutes,
she suggests. Across Highway 2 gridlock rules - planes are swallowing the sky and school’s out. Kids are heading to
the pond, draped in towels, for some it’s the last day of childhood. Humidity crawls down my neck. A mounted
ranger rides down the jam shouting suggestions through the windows: insure against disappointment. What kind of
writing could cover this gap? A replica of the hut is located near the entrance to the parking lot.’
The author (unpublished diary)

Thoreau shifts, halfway through drafting Walden, from a poetic to a more empirical (as he said ‘distinct and
scientific’) way of depicting nature. It led to the ecocentric nature writing of the Journal, and later natural
history writing.17 His climb of Mt Ktaadn, related in ‘Maine Woods’, was most influential: ‘This was that
earth of which we have heard, made out of Chaos and Old Night. Here was no man’s garden, but the
unhandselled globe . . . It was Matter, vast, terrific.’18 D. H. Lawrence, as a stranger in the Australian bush,
experienced a different sublime, that of primordial terror.19 Yet, as Ingold writes, ‘The world is not a given
world, it comes into being as we act in it, and in which we come into being as, acting in it, we also perceive
it. It is not a given world of nature, nor is it a constructed world of culture, it is rather what I wish to call an
environment.’20
Thoreau was worried that he was becoming less expansive and poetic in his writings: ‘I am being narrowed
down to the field of a microscope’ (Journal II, 406), and he felt he was being ‘dissipated by so many
observations’ (Journal V, 45). His journal increasingly possessed detailed observations, charts and tables, an
attempt for empirical support for his intuition.21 The journal or diary has a particular place in environmental
texts, but their popularity began in the early 17thC, (self-examination was a Calvinist pastime; there was also
increasing availability of ancient models, both pagan and Christian (Augustine’s Confessions)).22
‘Could a historiographer drive on his history, as a muleteer drives on his mule, - straight
forward; . . . He will have views and prospects to himself perpetually soliciting his eye, which
he can no more help standing still to look at than he can fly: he will moreover have various
Accounts to reconcile:
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Anecdotes to pick up:
Inscriptions to make out:
Stories to weave in:
Traditions to sift:
Personages to call upon:
Panegyricks to paste up at this door:’
Laurence Sterne23

Michele Hannoosh notes, ‘Relative to other autobiographical forms, a diary disrupts most explicitly by the
hierarchy of value by which importance is ascribed to events.’24 Paradoxically, this freedom and
disursiveness can encourage ecocentricity.
Thoreau’s books influenced the new genre of nature writing and writers, including John Muir who alerted a
public to increasing alienation from the natural environment. Thoreau wrote in his journal, ‘The best poets
after all, exhibit only a tame and civil side of nature - they have not seen the west side of any mountain . . .
Wordsworth is too tame for the Chippaway.’ He still had romanticised fantasies about poets.25 While
Thoreau was writing the first draft of Walden at Walden Pond, the population of Britain shifted its critical
mass to over half living in urban areas, and opportunities for how one lived a life greatly expanded, and
greatly diminished. These American writers influenced English poets, including Wordsworth, and Coleridge
admired William Bartram’s accurate observations of nature.26 Coleridge memorably used Bartram’s
description of the rich diverse forests of North America to describe Wordsworth’s thought.27

The exact cost of my house, paying the usual price for such materials as I used, but not
counting the work, all of which was done by myself, was as follows:
Boards
Refuse shingles for roof and sides 4.00
Laths
Two second-hand windows with glass
One thousand old brick
Two casks of lime
Hair
Mantle-tree Iron
Nails
Hinges and screws
Latch
Chalk
Transportation

8.031/2 $

mostly shanty boards

1.25
2.43
4.00
2.40
That was high
0.31
more than I needed
0.15
3.90
0.14
0.10
0.01
1.40 I carried a good part on my back
-----In all ……… $28.121/2
‘Economy’
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Appendix 22

The Flâneurs

Charles Baudelaire’s Les Fleurs du Mal reveals modern cities as subjects for poetry; their democratic mode
is linked to Alain-René Lesage’s picaresque tradition of ordinary people having adventures.28 The city’s
sublime size and unknowableness terrified de Quincey,29 but intrigued Rimbaud,30 and later generations of
Parisian writers.31 Influenced by both Baudelaire and Louis Aragon’s Le Paysan du Paris (1926), Walter
Benjamin considered aimless and arbitrary wandering a proper means of viewing the modern world. He
wrote, ‘Paris taught me this art of straying; it fulfilled a dream that had shown its first traces in the
labyrinth.’32
Walking in modern cities can achieve reverie, in reaction to over-stimulation. Jean-Jacques Rousseau in the
Confessions spoke of walking as reverie,33 and his final book, Rêveries d'un promeneur solitaire (The
Reveries of the Solitary Walker) is divided into first walk, second, etc.34 Michel Serres demonstrates how
Rousseau, in this last unfinished work, writes in opposition to Descartes’ Discourse on Method.35 Rousseau
on his island preferred botany to geometry as his science and while walking in nature contemplated, ‘idle and
lazy’ strolling in ‘circuits and exclusions.’36 He pursued complicated wanderings, ‘the aleatory and happy
destination: ‘la randonnée’, as Jean-Jacques saw it, passes throughout the whole island and calmly allows all
the plants and flowers to bear fruit.’37 Stephen Monte believes Baudelaire's Petits poèmes en prose were
inspired by these essays; form being freed from formal constraints, and traditional subject mater.38
Guy Debord’s Situationist method of Dérive ('drifting') is, ‘a technique of transient passage through varied
ambiences... In a Dérive one or more persons during a certain period drop their usual motives for movement
and action, their relations, their work and leisure activities, and let themselves be drawn by the attractions of
the terrain and the encounters they find there.’39 Details are important but are topographically shaped, that
give a narrative form, however wayward and drifting with a collagist opportunism – which has parallels
work by LIP poets, where, ‘Detail is cast upon detail, minute particular on minute particular, adding up to an
impossibility of commensurable narrative.’40
Rousseau’s reverie is an escape (Gaston Bachelard 41), or ‘conscious dream’ (Guy Girard42), or ‘intoxication’
(Walter Benjamin43) and linked to Andre Breton’s ‘psychic automatism’44 - a technique of lying back
comfortably rather than exercising.45 This can lead to creative thoughts (Robert Graves46), but as Poggioli
comments, ‘What Rousseau terms ‘reverie’ is a state of passive introspection.’47 And while Rousseau may
have echoed Eastern philosophy48 and exhibited prototypical romantic communion with Nature49, he never
claimed to found a new sensibility and defended Enlightenment reason and forms of science.50 His reveries
were not solely of a dreamer but alternated with a botanist’s exacting attention, approaching Anke Gleber’s
notion of flâneur as ‘a kind of private eye.’51

A New Defence of Poetry - and New Possibilities from Hypertext to Ecopoetry

339

Ellen Dissanayake suggests that Benjamin thought the spiritual and material manifestations of an age were
intimately connected so that Baudelaire’s correspondences that clarified and illuminated one another,
properly correlated, could be located anywhere. She emphasises the collagist impetus in Benjamin: ‘He was
concerned with the correspondence between a street scene, a speculation on the stock exchange, a poem, a
thought – with the hidden line that holds them together and enables the historian or philologist to recognise
that they must all be placed in the same period.’52 Roland Barthes took a different alley: ‘The city is a poem,
... but not a classical poem, not a poem centered on a subject. It is a poem which deploys the signifier, and it
is this deployment which the semiology of the city must ultimately attempt to grasp and make sing.’53
Reverie is associative thinking, and Solnit notes, ‘Unstructured, associative thinking is the kind most often
connected to walking, and it suggests walking not as an analytical but [as] an improvisational act’54 and this
style of thinking is collagist in nature. It was also a catalyst for the concept of hypertext by Vannevar Bush,
(‘As We May Think’)55 and Mireille Rosello explores the flâneur figure as reader / navigator to describe
hypertextual reading.56
Jacques Reda is a contemporary flâneur who wandering through Paris, demonstrates the way flâneurs who
are poets are also bricoleurs. He carries a small camera with him to record details, always walks alone, and
believes that walking always offers hope of coming across an alternative future.57 Reda demonstrates the
notion of bricoleur is more rewarding for poetry as poeisis, and with much more depth than flâneur.58 North
American flâneurs tend to be less confident in the artform, in a capitalist country anxious for being
productive. Charles Reznikoff was a North American flâneur walked twenty miles a day, alone.59 Twenty
years later, still walking, he wondered if, ‘I am just a fool / to be loitering here alone.’60 Frank O’Hara
cruised rather than loitered; his flâneurship was sociable, concerning art and sex.61 He was not looking for
the sublime, just the unexpected and ordinary:
‘Oh! kangaroos, sequins, chocolate sodas!
You really are beautiful! Pearls,
harmonicas, jujubes, aspirins! All
the stuff they've always talked about
still makes a poem a surprise!’
‘Today’ Frank O’Hara 62

Yet he showed how quickly one can change scale and depth:
‘It's my lunch hour, so I go
for a walk among the hum-coloured / cabs...
Everything
suddenly honks: it is 12:40 of
a Thursday...
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There are several Puerto
Ricans on the avenue today, which
makes it beautiful and warm. First
Bunny died, then John Latouche,
then Jackson Pollock. But is the
earth as full as life was full, of them?’
‘A Step Away From Them’, Frank O’Hara63

Cities are restless from population movements, styles, economies and technological developments. Benjamin
notes that Baudelaire was well aware of this dynamism.64 Aragon knew every centimetre of an
arrondissement and elegised its history; he attacked the ‘Boulevard Haussman Realty Company’ as ‘a
thoughtless municipality.’65 He incorporates found materials, such as pamphlets attacking Paris Corporation,
into the text. What would this bricoleur / flâneur have made of Mike Davis’ City of Quartz?66 We cannot
stroll through many cities in safety, which, as Mike Davis suggests, means, ‘the freedom of the city’ is an
obsolete idea.’67 In fact the whole notion of the city is evolving, as Lars Lerup suggests, ‘The city is being
swept away by the metropolis. This does not just replace one noun with another, but radically turns the state
of affairs into a state of perpetual motion.’68 Cities are becoming extended suburbs, no place for a flâneur.
People in the suburbs invest their lives in their locale and like neatness, even to the point of violence.69
In ‘A Berlin Chronicle’, Benjamin imagined mapping a city by personal memory.70 This personal
involvement unravels the grid that de Certeau saw exposed from the aspect of the World Trade Centre, and
the ‘city of spectacle’ that Guy Debord theorised.71 However, the personal is blurred by the increased speed
and stimuli of urban life, which Georg Simmel first drew attention to. Cities are now faster as nodes of
technologisation, space/time compression (David Harvey) and the erosion of the here and now (Paul
Virilio).72 Drifting is impossible, as is walking a tortoise or lobster (an ostentation some flâneurs affected).73
Roy Fisher’s urban sequence, City (1961), explores three streams of urban destruction,74 but begins a later
sequence, understanding his connection to the city:

‘Birmingham's what I think with.
It's not made for that sort of job,
but it's what they gave me.
As a means of thinking, it's a brummagem
screwdriver. What that is,
is a medium-weight claw hammer
or something of the sort, employed
to drive a tapered woodscrew home
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as if it were a nail.’
‘Talking to Cameras’, Roy Fisher75

A flâneur, though visually orientated, is on foot, never in a car.76 Jack Kerouac (who wrote on foot, in
railroads and cars) influenced a new generation of flâneurs like the Londoner Iain Sinclair,77 who explores
all the possibilities:
'Walks undertaken as research... Walks for their own sake, furiously enacted but lacking agenda.
Strategic walks (around the M25, the walls of the city) as a method of interrogating fellow pilgrims.
Walks as portraits. Walks as prophecy. Walk as rage, Walk as seduction. Walks for the purpose of
working out the plot... Walks that release delirious chemicals in the brain as they link random sites
(discrete images in an improvised poem). Savagely mute walks that provoke language.'
Iain Sinclair 78

The walls of the city offer poetry, graffiti poems, especially with urgent current events.79 Gary Snyder walks
through Manhattan, seeing the dynamism of the urban nature continuum, the history, the native peoples,
homeless people, peregrine falcons - the message always being ‘greater than the sum of its parts’:
‘Iron, Stainless steel.
Hollow honeycomb brain-buildings owned by
Columbia University, the landlord of
Anemone
Colony
Alive, in the Sea of Information...
Peregrines nest at the thirty-fifth floor...’
‘Walking the New York Bedrock / Alive in the Sea of Information’, Gary Snyder 80

As Lewis Mumford exhorted, ‘Approach more closely the paleotechnic town: examine it with eye, ear, nose,
touch’.81
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Appendix 23

An Ozzie Bushwalk - Nature Flâneurs

Walden is about finding a place, but there is another way of being in natural environments; one more
common for urban dwellers, that of walking which can be an ecological attentive and poetry generating
technique. The modern way of encountering natural environments is not through hunting or gathering, not
through farming and not through display of vista (though tourism favours such sites as the Grand Canyon).
Aldo Leopold talks of tourists being ‘herded’ through ‘scenic’ places.82
Our relation to natural environments is likely to be that of flâneur, using the skill of walking - Mauss argued
that walking is an acquired technique and social ritual, key to countless daily acts through which the body
forms its identity and characteristics, inner and outer gestures, postures, unconscious reactions and
intentional actions.83 We conform to others and institutions through the body.84
Michel de Certeau calls walkers, the ‘ordinary practitioners of the city’, and suggests: ‘There is a rhetoric of
walking. The art of ‘turning’ phrases finds an equivalent in an art of composing a path . . . The paths which
respond to each other in this intertwinement, unrecognised poems of which each body is an element signed
by many others, elude legibility.’85 The embodied act is an art and daily practice,86 an ordinary ritual happens
in the wider setting of a street scene, which Jane Jacobs calls the ‘art form of the city’.87 An ‘art form’
Wordsworth lost, together with his appetite for London, as England industrialised and his fantasy of simple
rural prelapsarian country stuttered. 88 He claimed cities, industry and modern thinking, ‘blunt the
discriminating powers of the mind.89 By Book 7 of The Prelude he writes of crowded London, being
bombarded on all sides with glances, dazzled with advertisements, prefiguring Edgar Allan Poe’s description
of anomie in ‘A Man of the Crowd’,90 and Charles Baudelaire’s ideal poet - the anonymous flâneur at home
in the street drifting and feeding off the energy of surging crowds. Leigh Hunt and Hazlitt accused
Wordsworth of being exclusive, and Hunt invited Wordsworth to explore the city with him in The Feast of
the Poets (1815).
Hazel Smith has written about the flâneur Frank O’Hara in terms of ‘hyperscapes’, and his ‘challenge to the
concept of ‘personality’.’91 The ambitious kaleidoscopic, fast-paced ‘In Memory of My Feelings’ (July 1956)
fits Smith’s thesis best - a flâneur following Whitman, lost in the exotic: ‘I am a Hittite . . . I feel like an
African prince I am a girl... I am a dictator... I am a child.’92 The direct poems that O’Hara started composing
afterwards, but which would not suit hypertext formations so well, are probably his major achievement.
The contingent physical qualities and techniques of walking help resist Weber's modernity with its
rationality, bureaucracy, disenchantment and fixed cultural categories. Walking is a process, a feedback
system between rock, gravity, body and ‘flesh’, muscles, tendons, endocrine system, breath, project (in a
hurry to work– walking by the sea), environment, bush or crowded shopping mall. Walking connects us to
the telluric mother, (Mircea Eliade93), and earth energies (Paulus Berensohn94). At the very least, walking
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frees up thinking and writing - Robin Jarvis insists, ‘that in the displacement from physical experience to the
order of imagined reality and literary representation the rhythms and modalities of walking remain a visibly
determining influence.'95 Solnit agrees, believing the mind works best at walking pace, ‘It leaves us free to
think without being wholly lost in our thoughts.’ We think through our bodies, and recent evidence suggests
that walking (as aerobic exercise) ‘increases connections in the brain’, and ‘our ability to think’.96
Petrarch may have been the first, and Rousseau the most influential, but Coleridge and Wordsworth are the
most famous ambulatory poets. Leslie Stephen actually claims that 'the literary movement at the end of the
eighteenth century was... due in great part, if not mainly, to the renewed practice of walking.'97 In 1790, with
a friend Robert Jones, Wordsworth walked to the island of Saint-Pierre, where Rousseau wrote The Reveries
of the Solitary Walker. That summer, they walked thirty miles a day for over 2,000 miles. They varied the
grand tour, by travelling on foot not carriage and by their destination - the Swiss Alps, not the urban culture
of Renaissance and Classical Italy. Kenneth Johnston claims it was the making of Wordsworth as an original
poet.98
Gray's Journal illustrates the18th C interest in exploring natural environments, Claude Glass in hand, to
catch, ‘a diversity of views’ and ‘prospects’ from the most favourable ‘stations’, established for the
purpose.99 The journal was reprinted and from 1780 popular among travellers together with Thomas West's
Guide to the Lakes. Wordsworth referred to it nostalgically half a century later in his own Guide to the
Lakes. Gray himself was very interested, not only in the Picturesque but the botany and science of natural
environments and in exploring them on foot. Horace Walpole complained after Gray's death, that his friend
would spend hours annotating his copy of Linnaeus' Systema Natura rather than composing English
verse.’100 Gray just didn’t think poetry was the medium for these explorations. This thesis argues that it can
be.
‘You will have to get out of your space vehicle, out of your car, off your horse, and walk over the
ground.’
Wendell Berry101

Gary Snyder made a traditional five-day pilgrimage in Japan that links valleys and mountains to cosmic
energies:
Walking on walking,
under foot earth turns.
Streams and mountains never stay the same.
‘Endless Streams and Mountains’, Gary Snyder102
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Abandoning walking changes the scale of the world, its time, distance and touch. Gary Snyder was in the
Australian outback in 1981 in the back of a pick up with an old man Jimmy Tjungurrayi. The man spoke
very quickly, telling stories about the country they passed. Snyder writes, ‘I realised after about half an hour
of this that these were tales meant to be told while walking, and that I was experiencing a speeded-up version
of what might be leisurely told of several days of foot travel.’103

You are walking small gaps,
and maps, of bare soil between Spinifex
--tussocks you once thought uniform
and now think random
feeling the soft rush of sand between toes
watching for trip-stone or stub-root,
an endless fitting of bare feet to country.
‘The Silence (Alice Springs)’ Mark O’Connor104

Rootedness to place is a central concern of bioregionalists but it is not practical and too restrictive. We can’t
all be farmers rooted to the land like Wendell Berry, returning to the land like Philip Hodgkins, or just living
on a farm like Les Murray.105 Mobility is valuable and Deborah Tall suggests, ‘a sense of place may, by now,
require a continual act of imagination.’106 We are mobile, and in urbanised Australia mostly deracinated how to dwell in a place is a challenge. This comes naturally if one learns from indigenous people, or others,
the requisite skills. Leopold wrote, ‘I am trying to teach you that this alphabet of ‘natural objects’ (soils and
rivers, birds and beasts) spells out a story... Once you have learned to read the land, I have no fear of what
you will do to it or, with it.’107 This does not refer to Carlson ‘cognitive naturalism, but embodied skilled
practice. Australians need to have an expanded aesthetics, and empathy for all environments, urban and
natural. From a sustainable point of view, cities generally are vast consumers of resources, but estimates
suggest that a third of the world will live in cities by 2025. We must learn how to live in cities, yet be more
aware of nature, even of subtle ecological processes. As urban flâneurs, we must turn attention from
shopfronts and people-watching to nature. Mitchell Thomashow asks how the local can relate to the global,
can localised events be of interest to the world and how can global environmental change, biodiversity and
global warming have local meaning? He suggests - be alert to natural phenomena, such as the weather and
growing patterns, arguing for our cognitive processes of perception and memory to attune to changing
environment - eventually, ideally at the level of perception for the vast subtle biosphere.108 This is where as
Lawrence Buell asserts, ‘Literature functions as science's less systematic but more versatile component.’109
W.C. Williams promoted ‘contact’ in his poetry, a physical connection through, ‘taking on of certain colors
from the locality by the experience’ of specific places.110 He borrowed the concept of the local from John
Dewey; it is a concept as personal as place, but less historical.111
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Walks vary. Some people only walk with a companion (Ruskin), or alone (Rousseau, John Clare); some
journey from the back door, some from the front; and some walk from A to B. Some walks are undertaken to
excite the senses, some to calm them (Iain Sinclair on both counts); and some walks are for art - with some
ecological attention (Hamish Fulton112), or without (performance artists Marina Abramovic and Ulay).113 The
sculptor Andy Goldsworthy walks as a purposive bricoleur, collecting natural materials and finding sites to
produce actual artworks - eco-art. 114 The contemporary artist John Wolseley is a visual flâneur, who collects
materials from his walks, and uses the walks to make sense of the land. His works are montages of drawing,
painting, and notes documenting the walk.115 Wolseley works alone in the natural environment, because
otherwise, the ‘outside point of reference is another human being, whereas in solitariness it is the external
world of rocks, trees and birds that provides the texture of reference.’116 He made recent drawings by
walking through the aftermath of the 2001 Christmas bushfires at Waterfall, NSW, holding paper, which the
burnt bush drew in charcoal.117 I happened to be there also, scrawling on paper:
Poem. ‘Suzuribako’
If Benjamin could describe Paris, the first modern city with its arcades, boulevards and streets, as ‘a vascular
network of imagination'118 - what of opportunities to explore a forest, a desert, mountains or rivers? The
urban promise of unknown contingencies is mirrored in the bush - every walk is different, owning different
weather, variable qualities of light, seasonal aspects, new insects to discover; a snake, image of a tree, a
flight or fight. An ecological approach goes beyond the aesthetic convention of landscape, painting and
gardens, even if Jay Appleton is correct.119 Allen Carlson reminds us, ‘Aesthetic appreciation [of nature] is
not simply a matter of looking at objects or ‘views’ from a specific point. Rather it is being in the midst of
them, moving with regard to them... also smelling, hearing, touching and feeling.’120 Multimodal sensory
experience is at the heart of David Abram’s thesis.121 Touch and smell are part of a full ecological aesthetic,
which Snyder characterises as, ‘A mind like compost.’122
There is a temptation for a fin-de-siecle kind of reverie, the way Symbolists surrendered thought to music:
"I will go down to the lovely Sur Rivers
And dip my arms in them up to the shoulders.
I will find my accounting where the alder leaf quivers
In the ocean wind over tile river boulders.
I will touch things and things and no more thoughts.’
‘Return’, Robinson Jeffers123

An ecological approach is one that is aware, is thinking and feeling, hearing as well as reading. Bi-pedalism
is optional:
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‘No way to travel off the trail but to dive in: down on your hands and knees on the crunchy
manzanita leafcover and crawl around between the trunks... You can smell the fall mushrooms when
crawling. It's not so easy to walk upright through the late twentieth century mid-elevation Sierra
forests . . .’
‘Crawling’, Gary Snyder124

Walking is not the only way of moving in natural environments. I have practiced Tai Chi for a number of
years, it is a practice, like poetry’ you are always being tested while relaxed and alert. Borgmann cites Tai
Chi as offering respite from technology, as it can ‘stand in a fruitful counter-position to technology.’125 Tai
Chi, he writes, is ‘beyond the procurement of technology’ – like poetry it is not commodifiable, the value is
in the practice, within which we are challenged to reach our potential, just like art.
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Appendix 24

Leonard Scigaj and Scott Slovic –
Two theorists of ecopoetry

Leonard Scigaj defines ecopoetry narrowly as, 'poetry that persistently stresses human cooperation with
nature conceived as a dynamic, interrelated series of cyclic feedback systems.'126 But he could have made
more use of Merleau-Ponty: ‘When my hand flows each effort of a struggling animal while holding an
instrument for capturing it, it is clear that each of my movements responds to an external stimulation; but it is
also clear that these stimulations could not be received without the movements by which I expose my
receptors to their influence... The properties of the object and the intentions of the subject are not only
intermingled; they also constitute a new whole.’127 Andy Clark notes: ‘Merleau-Ponty also stresses the way
perception is geared to the control of real-time, real-world behaviour. In this respect, he discovers something
very like the Gibsonian notion of affordance... An affordance is an opportunity for use or interaction, which
some object or state of affairs presents to a certain kind of agent.’128 Perception, action, cooperation are
dances between perceiver and perceived, just as speech is.
Scigaj’s most original contribution, that ecopoetry concerns process in terms of feedback systems fully
involving the human organism, is provided in a definition later in the book Sustainable Poetry: ‘One might
define ecopoetry as poetry that persistently stresses human cooperation with nature conceived as a dynamic,
interrelated series of cyclic feedback systems.’129 These systems distinguish his notion of ecopoetry, and can
go further than nutrient flows, trophic chains, and further than Merleau-Ponty.130
Tim Ingold’s more complete sense of ecology is helpful, when he argues that, ‘the ecology of the textbooks
could be regarded as profoundly anti-ecological, insofar as it sets up organism and environment as mutually
exclusive entities... A properly ecological approach, to the contrary, is one that would take, as its point of
departure, the whole organism-in-its-environment.’131 (Dan Sperber adopts this approach to explain the
phenomenon of culture132). Ingold views separating mental states from the external environment as
Cartesian, and claims the organism-in-its-environment is ‘one indivisible totality.’133 The founding father of
‘deep ecology’, the Norwegian Arne Naess, argues that, ‘a human being is not a thing in an environment, but
a juncture in a relational system without determined boundaries in space and time.’134 Deep ecology, says
Fritjof Capra, views, ‘the world as a collection of isolated objects but rather as a network of phenomena that
are fundamentally interconnected and interdependent.’135
Scigaj suggests that his definition is, ‘reaching a self-reflexive acknowledgement of the limits of language’;
‘referring one’s perception beyond the printed page to nature, to the referential origin of all language’,’ and
‘in most cases achieving an atonement or at one-moment with nature.’136 Firstly, Scigaj notes the limitations
of language without explicating its power (Chapter 3). Secondly, such epiphanal moments are side-products
and not the feature of dwelling in a place and gaining a sense of place.137 Epiphanies tend to elitism and
reverie, associated with prospects and sitting often alone, rather than active engagement with the
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environment. He also claims, ‘The texts of ecopoets are the historical records of their encounters with nature,
of their embodied perceptions in the flesh of the visible...’138 I have argued that it is not possible to see a
poem as simply a ‘record.’ This reflects his notion that ecopoets use language as a tool.139 Language is a tool
of extelligence and scaffolding, but not simply instrumental - it provides new ways of thinking and being, not
just signs shouted through the window in some Cartesian head.
Scigaj’s definitions fit three out of four of Laurence Buell’s four characteristics defining environmental
literature:
•

The environment is not a mere framing device, rather one takes a biocentric view;

•

Human interest is not the only interest;

•

Sense of the environment as process rather than a constant; and

•

Environmental ethics is a necessary part ‘human accountability to the environment is part of the text’s
ethical orientation.’140

The last point, concerning the prescriptive and political, must be addressed in any characterisation of ecopoetry (below).
Outside my office, a flowering bloodwood attracts the lorikeets; mostly rainbow lorikeets but also the rarer,
smaller less-vivid musk lorikeet (Glossopsitta concinna), elegant green with scarlet make-up around the
eyes. Their range has severely declined since European settlement, and they are a rare sight in Sydney; their
normal habitat being Eucalypt forests and woodlands. They are smaller, and quieter than the rainbow lorikeet
which has recently become a successful urban species. The difference is important for ecological
understanding, but not for the pleasure of seeing wild birds. Wallace Stevens writes of, ‘leisurely Sunday
mornings with oranges and a green cockatoo (‘Sunday Morning’). An exotic bird on such a boring day
instead of a spirit or the Holy Spirit appearing – there’s no such thing either way.141 Kroeber says
Wordsworth was a craftsman dedicated to poetry, but not as a practice separated from everyday life. ‘The
kind of attitude that led to Wallace Steven’s idea of art as a supreme fiction is, finally, foreign to
Wordsworth’s ecological-anthropological enterprise.’142 Lawrence Buell asks rhetorically, ‘Must we study
Roger Torrey Peterson’s bird books in order to read literature? I am tempted to reply: ‘Yes, that would be a
very good thing indeed...’ ‘But certainly neither I (nor John Burroughs or Ruskin) believed that the poet’s or
essayists highest calling has ever been to teach ornithology. Rather, their view was that the potency of the
environmental text consisted not just in the reader’s transaction with it but also in reanimating and
redirecting the reader’s transactions with nature.’ 143 It is not only respectful to be aware of one’s
environment, but also much more interesting, and rewards biophilia .144
Ingold asks, ‘Consider the word “cuckoo”.’ This is, in the first place, an onomatopoeic rendering of a sound
that I have often heard in the countryside, and which always seems to emanate from a far-off, undisclosed
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location in the woods. We say the cuckoo is a bird, but in my experience the bird exists, purely and simply as
its sound. I have never seen one (except in illustrated books on ornithology). But only through being seen
does the cuckoo come to be apprehended as a thing that makes a sound, instead of the sound itself.’145 That
sound is iconic and rich but not as rich as seeing the bird (cuckoos are beautiful birds), watching it and
witnessing its violent behaviour. There are always trade offs. Allen Carlson visited a friend’s cabin in British
Columbia: ‘[H]e dubbed it ‘Eagle's Nest’ and delighted in the expressive meaning that these ‘noble’ and
‘majestic’ birds bestowed on his abode. On visiting him I pointed out that the birds circling his place are
actually turkey vultures. Now ‘Eagle's Nest’ has become ‘Buzzard's Roost’ and the true natural and cultural
properties of the great birds have united to give it a new expressive meaning. (I have not been invited
back.)’146
A rich work of art is valued because it repays attention; one continually extends one’s perception and
pleasure, and usually understanding.147 Jeremy Hooker thinks the same applies to how we situate ourselves in
a place, and further suggests ‘a poem that is like a place.’148
Our notion of aesthetics is narrow and, since Baumgarten, generally ignores the natural.149 Many theorists
suggest a natural aesthetics is impoverished, lacking multiple levels of conceptual analysis, and artistic
intentionality, (Dickie150, Danto151). Peter Gow uses Bourdieu’s idea of distinction or discrimination, where
categories of intuition and cognition combine to give humans capacity to distinguish between objects. This is
what is distinctive about our aesthetic discourse and practice - to always make distinctions and judgments.152
In a key paper on aesthetics, Allen Carlson contrasts formal properties with expressive properties, arguing
that the latter are more important in aesthetic appreciation of natural environments.153 He also notes the
multi-sensory experiences of nature aesthetics compared to art.154 Carlson refers to his position as ‘cognitive
naturalism’. He believes nature to be rich in aesthetic values, but nevertheless argues scientific knowledge
helps us categorise nature, in the way art historians classify art, thus increasing aesthetic appreciation (see
discussion on the Mona Lisa, Chapter 3.3). Such categories help us know what to look at; what to pay
attention to, despite Snyder’s misgivings.155 Patricia Mathews writes, ‘For example, once we learn the norms
for a species, we learn to pick the object out, learn what features to look at, what features may vary, and
which features are rare, all of which functions to focus our aesthetic appreciation.’156 I can attest to this from
my experience of birdwatching and reading poetry. Existing cockatoos (black & white) are more magical
than green cockatoos. Alive, they are richer, engage more depth and proffer greater ‘cognitive opportunities’
than imaginary ones.157 I am a bird watcher who attempts patience, which relates to Gabriel Marcel’s wish
that we cultivate wonder and humility, a passive ‘opening up’, as Henry Bugbee describes it.158 This relates
to the Taoist notion of wu-wei.159 Bugbee writes, ‘true perception requires stillness in the presence of things,
the active, open reception of the limitless gift of things.’160 Wonder is at the heart of poetry and science.161
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Box A24

The Gaia hypothesis

From his reading of ‘Tintern Abbey’, Bate calls Wordsworth a pantheist or early believer in ‘what in our time the
ecologist James Lovelock has called the Gaia hypothesis, the idea that the whole earth is a single, vast, living,
breathing ecosystem.’162
James Lovelock is not an ecologist, nor a biologist and he never suggested the world was an organism, rather that it
behaved like one. 163 Lovelock no longer talks in terms of Gaia but rather geophysiology.164 The idea that life
influences planetary processes, eg. climate and atmosphere, has become known as the weak (or influential) Gaia
hypothesis, and is generally supported by scientists.
The original Gaia hypothesis, that life controls planetary processes, became known as the strong (or optimising) Gaia
hypothesis. It is not be taken seriously as a scientific theory, but retains significance, as Mary Bateson explains: ‘To
me, the most important thing that the Gaia hypothesis proposes that was absent from earlier metaphors like spaceship
earth is that we are immersed in, brought into being by, a living reality, not a mechanical one.’165
The world is dynamic at all levels: brain/body/environment; actions, tools, practice, labour; interpersonal, social,
political, economic. An eco-poet has a difficult dual-responsibility, to both, scientific understanding and imaginative
enriched understandings – in this sense, Shelley was correct when claiming poetry that opened the self to new
perceptions and possibilities, including science (as a branch of poetry).166

Ecopoetry grounds Schelling's romantic yearning for holism: 'This principle sustains the continuity of the
inorganic and organic world and binds the whole of nature into a general organism,'167 In turn, this led to a
longing for the arts to work together (a limited consilience, Appendix 4), so that, as A.W. Schlegel
fantasised, 'statues perhaps may quicken into pictures, pictures become poems, poems music.’168 At the same
time, poets must be aware that the natural environment is only imagined and encountered within the network
of formations and relations between humans and the environment, and humans with humans - the social,
cultural and political relations - and the dialectic between these two. This is not to posit a strong
constructivist position; embodied skilled practice in the world is central.
My heart a daily sacrifice to Truth,
I now affirm of Nature and of Truth.
Wordsworth169

Readers of nature writing approve of Wordsworth’s rather smug lines. So some were shocked that Annie
Dillard, who wanted ‘to look spring in the eye’,170 admitted to making up parts of Pilgrim at Tinker’s Creek.
Dillard is a modern Occasional meditationalist (appendix 18) (seeking epiphanies (patiently) seeking the
divine but though light and vision not touch or sound. She read Thoreau and refers to her project similarly as,
‘a meteorological journal of the mind’. Like Walden, Pilgrim at Tinker’s Creek was a writing project, one in
which, ‘she was so absorbed that she was spending 15, 16 hours a day writing, cut off from society, not even
keeping up with the latest world news, living on coffee and coke. She lost 30 pounds and all of her plants
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died.’171 Despite David Abram’s misgivings, writing is an exploration. Abram is after a different truth: ‘We
need to know the textures, the rhythms and tastes of the bodily world, and to distinguish readily between
those tastes and those of our invention.’172 It isn’t that easy as the next chapter demonstrates, and as Umberto
Eco suggests when he asks, ‘Where does the truth of ecology lie?’173
But if a poem is a speech act then veracity is not simple correspondence but a communication and
springboard for ongoing conversation, interaction and for aletheia.174 Indeed, a danger in nature writing is
attempting to capture, possess and control experiences, events and perceptions. As Wolfgang Iser suggests,
all writing is fictive, which does raises questions and issues Barthes raised in extreme form, but which most
nature writers deny, ‘Who is speaking thus?... Is it Balzac the author?... Is it universal wisdom? Romantic
psychology? We shall never know, for the good reason that writing is the destruction of every voice, of every
point of origin.’175 Barry Lopez contrasts lying to telling a story, ‘[T]o make up something...which can never
be corroborated in the land, to knowingly set forth a false relationship, is to be lying, no longer telling a
story.’ 176
An ecopoetics benefits from a new understanding of aesthetics in general. The sad thing about our notion of
aesthetics is that rather than encouraging wonder, it tends to diminish it. Daston and Park call the period
around the turn of 16th/17th C, the ‘age of wonder’, which drove ‘alternative grand narrative for the Scientific
Revolution.’177 Curiosities became ‘objects of philosophical analysis... the focus of a self-conscious
sensibility, and... a nexus of cultural symbols’ in natural philosophy, medicine, literature, and art.’ 178 But
ordinary experiences are richer and more complex than one realises.179 The natural world is so marvellous
that Goethe was tempted to abandon language.180 Though only scientists, horticulturalists or deep ecologists
want all the details of what’s under our feet.181 Art strengthens the embodiment of arts practitioners
including their conscious experience, allowing the body to encounter itself, to reflect upon itself, to
become at home in itself and in its environments. Art may sensitise us to various aspects of the world,
technology as well as techne, but so does being aware of, and exploring through natural environments.
Francis Sparshott notes the dual origin of the discipline of aesthetics: Plato’s analytic stance and
Baumgarten’s instigation of the discipline has led to the marginalisation of aesthetics within philosophy.182
Robert Dixon believes that as a result: ‘Philosophy has therefore abandoned beauty, nature and art.’
‘How do we stop knowing that Picasso is the greatest artist of the twentieth century and start
noticing that the twentieth century has put out the stars over our heads and drowned the warbling of
the birds?’
Robert Dixon 183

The problem with aesthetics is its formalist tendencies. It led to a narrowing of aesthetics and a view that
looking at art was a disinterested engagement with its formal aspects.184 Joanna Overing also objects to
modernist aesthetic because it removes the art object from its situatedness in the world.185 Baumgarten in
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Germany, and the Earl of Shaftesbury in England, by attempting to connect culture to nature, ended up by
separating them.186
What an ecopoetics offers is a generous opening up of the genre’s borders, incorporating extra-poetic
materials, even scientific ones, in a new discursive writing. Back in 1978, William Rueckert set out to
‘experiment’ with linking ecological concepts and literature. He argued, ‘ecology (as a science, as a
discipline, as the basis for a human vision) has the greatest relevance to the present and future of the world
we all live in.’187 This normative stance has been broadly followed. Karl Kroeber calls for a new
responsibility to literature through ‘ecological criticism’ that ‘resists current academic overemphasis on the
rationalistic at the expense of sensory, emotional, and imaginative aspects of art.’188 Kroeber wants to
‘encourage the development of an ecologically oriented literary criticism. This criticism, escaping from the
esoteric abstractness that afflicts current theorizing about literature, seizes opportunities offered by recent
biological research to make humanistic studies more socially responsible.’189 Kroeber wants to identify
‘proto-ecological tendencies’ in British romantic poetry to make it relevant, ‘Romantic poetry thus
dramatizes with peculiar clarity both why ecological thinking has been slow to penetrate literary criticism
and why it is especially needed today.’ 190
Glen Love asserts that, ‘the most important function of literature today is to redirect human consciousness to
a full consideration of its place in a threatened natural world.’191 Though Scott Slovic suggests that may be
enough (in a discussion of Barry Lopez) to 'create an environment in which thinking and reaction and
wonder and awe and speculation can take place.’192 Bate also wants poetry to make an impact on the
phenomenological nature of living in the world and Scigaj claims, ‘Ecopoems help us to live our lives by
encouraging us to understand, respect, and cooperate with the laws of nature that sustain us.’193 This is even
less likely that Martha Nussbaum’s account of literature assisting us to become moral beings. To live
naturally, with the Tao, or a conscientious urbanite without car, who recycles, is not to follow any laws. It is
not necessary to know any science, cognitive naturalism, is an extra.
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Appendix 25

Types of Information

Arthur Dahl, an expert on coral-reef systems, has developed the theory of ‘ecos’ which, ‘shows the true
value and richness of a system are not in its material content but in its information content, particularly the
knowledge and experience of human beings, and in the use of that information to build interconnections.’194
It is because of our information-rich environments that our mind-body has extended consciousness,
language, and techne. (Chapter 4) In the essay, ‘Willow Seeds and the Encyclopaedia Britannica’, Richard
Dawkins notes: ‘Living things are collections of molecules like everything else. What is special is that these
molecules are put together in much more complicated patterns than the molecules of non-living things... If
you want to understand life, don’t think about vibrant, throbbing gels and oozes [protoplasm], think about
information technology...’195 He then states: ‘We are digital archives of the African Pliocene.’196
Tom Sherman, a visual artist, speculates on how art uses information by asking three questions of any
artwork: Is the artwork loaded with information? Is the artwork totally devoid of information? Does the
artwork transform data into information?197
‘Artists as knowledge-workers distinguish aspects of disorder, previously indistinguishable data,
with form. They perceive difference, significant difference, and construct situations (frequently in or
through the use of material objects) where information can be produced by the audience. Does the
work of art transform the data in the field around it, which is constantly changing, into information?’
Tom Sherman198

Albert Borgmann explores the evolution of ‘cultural information’ and worries that we are now experiencing,
in the flow of technological information, ‘information as reality’, thus losing touch with nature and natural
information, as well as culture and our embodied social lives.199 Borgmann thinks our experience has shifted
from being present and in practices with the world to digital fantasies and escapist entertainment. He
suggests a evolutionary typology of information (se Box A25 below): ‘[O]nce we have understand
information, we will see that the good life requires an adjustment among the three kinds of information
[natural200, conventional201, technological202] and a balance of signs and things.’203 Various theorists shares
these concerns. Manuel Castells writes: ‘Righting the balance of information and reality is the crucial task. It
amounts to the restoration of eminent natural information.’204 And Jean-Francois Lyotard warns of a
postmodern dissociation of knowledge, whereby knowledge becomes commodified information:
‘Knowledge ceases to be an end in itself, it loses its use value.’205 The digital age offers memory and
databanks with public access through fast and free communication networks (global systems like the Net,
and local networks distributed and differentiated communication systems).206
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Box A25

Albert Borgmann’s typology of information

Albert Borgmann claims information technology has, ‘dissolved more than the contours of our writing. It has infected
our sense of identity with doubt and despair.’207 He wants to provide, ‘both a theory and an ethics of information - a
theory to illuminate the structure of information and an ethics to get the moral of its development. My hope is that... we
will see that the good life requires an adjustment among the three kinds of information and a balance of signs and
things.’208 He bases his analysis on distinctions between three types, and levels of signs/ information: - natural, cultural,
and technological:
Natural information is ‘information about reality’ from ‘natural signs’ (clouds, tracks, animal sounds, and human
interaction). ‘Human beings evolved in it [nature], and so did their ability to read its signs.’209
Cultural information proliferates through conventional signs in the form of writing, art works, or diagrams in the media,
books, maps, and tables. This information discloses reality much more widely and incisively than natural signs ever
could have done, and is used to reorder and enrich reality, involving the production of such as architectural drawings or
musical scores which allow one to reproduce cultural forms and products. ‘Cultural information’ can thus be for, as well
as about, reality, informing practice and constructing tradition
Technological information is powerful, but introduces a new kind of information – ‘information as reality’, (joining
information ‘about’ and ‘for’ reality). It ‘comes endlessly and relentlessly pouring forth from one source to address an
immobilized body via one sense. Or so it would if personal computers were a truly rich information source.’210
He is a cultural conservative and complains of the ‘decline of meaning with rise of information’211, which he
categorises, in terms of their embodiment in human activities (reading, playing, and building). He provides little
evidence for his attack on the Net and digital media. Winner similarly is concerned by ‘optimistic technophilia’ found in
cultural, and wider areas, eg. the ongoing interest in electronic democracy.
‘Nothing so engages the fullness of human capabilities as a coherent and focused world of natural information’
Albert Borgmann212

Borgmann’s typology does not account for skilled embodied knowledge. ‘Traditional ecological knowledge’
(TEK) appeared as a discourse mainly for the scientific community to use (and appropriate) through
reductive processes.213 TEK is often narrative, as Ingold notes, ‘A story is like a journey: just as in a journey
one moves from place to place, so in a story one moves from topic to topic.’214 This is syntagmatic
(connective/ combinatorial), rather than, scientific and structuralist privileging of the paradigmatic
(contrastive elements).215 A Kluane elder explains traditional knowledge: ‘It's not really knowledge at all; it's
more a way of life.’216 Thus the lack of interest in a signature and the ‘egotistical sublime’; not that this
means communities have one voice.217 Paul Nadasdy doubts TEK can be integrated into western science
‘without doing violence to one or the other sets of underlying beliefs and values.’ Scientific knowledge
regards the world as objectively ‘out there’ (sub species aeternitas - above and outside of experience) a nonphenomenological world lacking awareness, intentionality and feeling.218 Cultural ecology assesses
opportunities and constraints of the local environment as affecting local cultures with adapt to the
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environment while changing it at the same time, it is a dialectical process. Environmental factors explain
some features of a society from its diet, settlement patterns, agricultural practices, mythologies and rituals,
and ways in which food is obtained is central. Ethnoscientific and ethnobotanical knowledge shapes daily
behaviour.219 Cultural ecologists argue that traditional agriculture works through intelligent use of local
resources, and often out-performs the modern systems of high-input agriculture or irrigated farming. The
goal is ecologically sustainable development, which means converging the cultural into the natural, which
requires a holistic approach from top to bottom.220 Paul Richards also thinks performance skills are important
in discussion of local knowledge, not anthropologist’s interest in dramaturgy and ritual but embodied nature
of every day work: ‘My primary concern is with improvisational capacities in the technological area.’221
Here, I reach back to my arguments against Plato’s Ion, and the importance of techne and technology in the
practice and performance of poetry.

Endnotes

1

The ‘hermit’ tradition was not new. Francis Abbott (ca. 1803-1831) was ‘The Hermit of the Falls’ at Niagara. His log
hut became, paradoxically, a tourist attraction. But Thoreau was more influenced by homes he had seen in the Catskills,
as first journal entry from Walden (‘Sat. July 5th – 45’) states. ‘Yesterday I came here to live. My house makes me
think of some mountain houses I have seen, which seemed to have a fresher auroral atmosphere about them as I fancy
of the halls of Olympus.’ These were a mountain house of ‘a rude and inhospitable man’ named Rice near Mount
Greylock, Mass., and sawmiller Ira Scribner’s house in the Catskills near Kaaterskill Falls. As early as 1841, he hoped
to build a ‘clean seat’ or a ‘lodge’ and briefly owned Hollowell Farm outside Concord. Thoreau’s move was
‘enthusiastically in the general cultural conversation regarding retirement and the villa. See W. Barksdale Maynard,
‘Thoreau's house at Walden’, The Art Bulletin, June 1999 v81 i2 p303 (2). Another possible inspiration was Emerson’s
essay ‘Nature’ (1836), which suggests how best ‘to go into solitude’ -one reason why Thoreau went to the woods ‘to
live deliberately.’ Another was William Wordsworth's Guide to the Lakes (1810), a copy of which Thoreau owned
(1835, 5th ed. an American compilation).
2
It was well built with a chimney, plastered interior walls, and siding of shingles. He sold the house to Emerson in
1847; it was moved to a farm as a grain storehouse until being dismantled in 1868. No photograph or reliable sketch
exists. He was pleased that part was recycled from an Irish labourer’s hut, James Collins’ shanty. Thoreau bleached
planks clean in the sun. The experiment was suggested to him in a letter from his friend Ellery Channing.
3
‘Economy’ p44-45 He called it a house not a hut or dwelling: ‘Of the nearly one hundred references to his abode
which he makes in Walden, eighty odd of the number are 'house.' He says 'lodge' three times, 'dwelling' twice,
'apartment' twice, 'homestead' once; and on only one occasion does he use the word 'hut'.’ Roland Wells Robbins,
Discovery at Walden, Stoneham, Mass: George R. Barnstead and Son, 1947, p10.
4
‘Building Thoreau’s Cabin: 95% Building a one room cabin http://www.ny27.com/thoreau/, 2016 bytes’, 30 Sep 1997.
‘Most professionals have their long held truths, and one in the building trades is that no house is ever really finished’.
‘A poem is never finished, only abandoned,’ Montale famously said. Robert Hughes says of the American log cabin, ‘it
wasn’t much to look at but of great historical value.’ The 1998 National Trust lecture, broadcast, The Comfort Zone,
ABC 2.5.1998.
5
On November 11, 1945, Roland Wells Robbins discovered the site of Henry Thoreau's Walden Pond cabin. There are
two prominent markers which locate the original site of the cabin at Walden Pond. There are nine stone posts which
indicate the exact location of the cabin and its dimensions and there is a cairn adjacent to the stone posts. The cairn (a
large pile of medium-sized stones adjacent to the cabin site) was started by Bronson Alcott in June of 1867, about five
years after Henry's death. http://umsa.umd.edu/thoreau/walden.html. [DL 3.9.2001]
6
Emerson had bought the land by Walden Pond to stop the farmers cutting the woods for quick profit. In March 1845,
Thoreau began to cut down pines to make a hut (Following a letter from his friend Ellery Channing suggesting just such
a project). When the cellar was excavated, a hundred years later, a vast number of bent nails (a large part of the hut’s
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budget) were found; it would appear that he was lousy with the hammer. Thoreau was, however, very accurate at
measuring the depth of the pond. A century later, according to Harding, an expert was ‘astounded’ at the accuracy of his
readings. Thoreau was not a deep ecologist who objects to the mapping of wilderness areas. He was a surveyor by trade
and a practical man interested in science and botany and biology and the world.
7
The first journal barely exists having been disembowelled for his essays and other writings. Recalling Un livre ni
commence ni ne finit, tout au plus fait-il semblant (A book neither begins nor ends, at most it pretends to). Mallarmé.
8
Lawrence Buell, ‘Walden’s Environmental Projects’ in The Environmental Imagination: Thoreau, Nature Writing,
and the Formation of American Culture, Belknap Press/Harvard UP, 1995.
9
The word 'ecocriticism' appeared in William Rueckert's 1978 essay 'Literature and Ecology: An Experiment in
Ecocriticism' which ends, 'How can we move from the community of literature to the larger biospheric community
which ecology tells us (correctly, I think) we belong to even as we are destroying it?’William Rueckert, 'Literature and
Ecology: An Experiment in Ecocriticism', in The Ecocriticism Reader.. Landmarks in Literary Ecology. Eds. Cheryll
Glotfelty & Harold Fromm, U of Georgia P, 1996, p105-23. The essay ends, 'How can we move from the community of
literature to the larger biospheric community which ecology tells us (correctly, I think) we belong to even as we are
destroying it?' Apparently the term was suggested to Rueckert by his editor, Professor Ed Folsom, (The Ecocriticism
Reader, is still the best introduction to ecocriticism). The term only gained currency in 1989 when Cheryll Glotfeity
urged its adoption for' the study of nature writing.’ From Introduction, 'Defining Ecocritical Theory and Practice', 1994
Western Literature Association Meeting, Salt Lake City, October 1994, Michael P. Branch & Sean O'Grady. She
explains the ambition of the task, in her introduction to The Ecocriticism Reader. Landmarks in Literary Ecology, to
account for (and to) 'an immensely complex global system, in which energy, matter, and ideas interact.' (pxix). It
examines historically constructed concepts of the natural, and how literary and artistic constructions shape current
perceptions of the environment. Some ecocritics share a Cultural Studies’ political agenda of theory as intervention in
current environmental debates. A simple definition would be literary criticism informed by ecological awareness.
Jonathan Bate in his 1991 book Romantic Ecology, tends to avoid wider social and political implications of ecological
writing though he claims his book is 'a preliminary sketch towards a literary ecocriticism.’
10
‘Ecocriticism: the term means either the study of nature writing by way of any scholarly approach or, conversely, the
scrutiny of ecological implications and human-nature relationships in any literary text, even texts that seem (at first
glance) oblivious of the nonhuman world. This new enthusiasm for the study of 'literature and environment' in the
United States is not only a reaction to the impressive aesthetic achievement of American nature writing, but an
indication of contemporary society's growing consciousness of the importance and fragility of the nonhuman world.’
Scott Slovic, 1994. Kroeber offers a negative definition ,‘Ecological criticism, instead of defining itself against some
other metaphysical position, endeavours to sustain the poem’s resistance to the imposition of any definitive
interpretation and thereby through criticism to renew its vital, hence changing, meaningfulness.’ 1994, p47. It is
sommesurate with Part 1 of my thesis.
11
Leonard M. Scigaj, Sustainable Poetry: Four American Ecopoets, Lexington: U P of Kentucky, 1999, p81.
12
Lawrence Buell, 1995, p1. ‘The true poet has to be simultaneously a geographer of the imagination and a historian of
the alienations and desecrations that follow the march of ‘civilisation’. Jonathan Bate, Song of the Earth, Picador, 2000,
p64.
13
Roger Thompson, 'Emerson, Divinity, and Rhetoric in Transcendentalist Nature Writing and Twentieth- Century EcoPoetry', in Ecological Poetry: A Critical Introduction, Ed., Scott Bryson, Utah UP (forthcoming 2002).
http://www1.vmi.edu/english_rt/Ecoloqical%20poetry.htm (NO ref) [DL 2.1.2002]
14
Lee Harwood, Boston-Brighton, Oasis, 1977
15
Jonathon Williams from his selected poems, An Ear in Bartram’s Tree, New Directions, 1969.
16
Concord Museum, children’s display, summer, 1990.
17
See H.D. Thoreau, Faith in a Seed, Island Press, Shearwater Books, 1993.
18
He wrote this up, seven years before publishing Walden, and such a different view of nature emerges. The experiment
of living and writing a new life in the woods echoes the early Taoist thinkers exhortations to follow nature. According
to early Taoist texts, happiness in life depends on attuning oneself, ones ‘te’ individual energy and person-hood to the
Tao which requires recapturing a child’s natural spontaneity and the great principle of wu-wei, going with the flow of
one’s natural life. The Tao has something to tell us as developed in poetry of Li Po and Han Shan, The cold Mountain
poet Snyder has translated. Wei. Nature is not a place but a process, glimpsed by a few currents of Western thinking.
Montaigne wrote, ‘We cannot erre in following Nature very rawly and simply . . I have not (as Socrates) by the power
and vertue of reason, corrected my natural complexions, nor by Art hindered mine inclinations.’ Montaigne, Essays, III
Everyman Editions, Doubleday, 1947, p316.
19
‘And then one night at the time of the full moon he walked alone into the bush.... He walked on, had walked a mile or
so into the bush, and had just come to a clump of tall, nude, dead trees, shining almost phosphorescent with the moon,
when the terror of the bush overcame him. He had looked so long at the vivid moon, without thinking. And now, there
was something among the trees, and his hair began to stir with terror, on his head. There was a presence. He looked at
the weird, white, dead trees, and into the hollow distances of the bush. Nothing! Nothing at all.’ D. H. Lawrence,
Kangaroo, London: William Heinemann, 1923, p8-9.
20
Tim Ingold Ed., Key Debates in Anthropology, Routledge, 1996, p117.
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21

It began on October 22, 1837, Thoreau bought a book, each page a blank swimming with absence and possibilities.
Thoreau wanted to be a poet and encouraged by Emerson, worked hard, revising poems and sending them out to
magazines such as ‘the Dial.’ But as Emerson wrote in his journal late 1842, ‘H.D.T.s poetry: . . mass [is] a
compensation for quality’. ‘His poetry might be good or bad; he no doubt wanted a lyric facility and technical skill, but
he had the source of poetry in his spiritual perception. ... His own verses are often rude and defective. The gold does not
yet run pure, is drossy and crude. The thyme and marjoram are not yet honey. But if he want lyric fineness and technical
merits, if he have not the poetic temperament, he never lacks the causal thought, showing that his genius was better than
his talent... with his energy and practical ability he seemed born for great enterprise and for command; and I so much
regret the loss of his rare powers of action, that I cannot help counting it a fault in him that he had no ambition. Wanting
this, instead of engineering for all America, he was the captain of a huckleberry-party.’ Emerson’s funeral oration, later
expanded for the Atlantic Monthly.
22
Protestant Elizabethan diarists, include Richard Rogers and Samuel Ward, but Catholic diarists also existed.
23
Tristan Shandy Vol 1, chap 12, Dec 1759
24
‘In Delecroix, trivial incidents are often privileged over seemingly important ones: a quarrel with the gardener or a
recipe for making coffee receives ample space while tumultuous public events may go unmentioned.’ .Michele
Hannoosh, Painting and the Journal of Eugene Delecroix, Princeton UP 1995, p91. This is found in the natural
theology of Robert Boyle.
25
Journal, 18 August 1841. ‘The Poet’s body is not even fed like other men’s, but he sometimes tastes the genuine
nectar and ambrosia of the Gods and leads a divine life.’ HD Thoreau, A Week on the Concord and Merrimac Rivers,
Penn State Classics electronic. http://www.hn.psu.edu/faculty/jmanis/thoreau/Week-on-C&M-Rivers.pdf p267
26
William Bartram (a contemporary of Gilbert White) was well known to the British Romantics through the 1794
edition of Travels. His botanic garden near Philadelphia was on every tourist’s route and the proto-Romantic
Chateaubriand visited the old man there. François Auguste René, Vicomte de Chateaubriand, (1768-1848), a prototype
romantic set foot upon America in 1791 he had come to explore wilderness and supposedly explore the North West
passage. His brief stay influenced the romantic movement through his novels novels Atala (1801) and René (1802) that
use heightened introspection and exotic types of character and background, principally the Native Americans and
scenery of North America.
27
‘In reading Bartram’s travels I could not help transcribing the following lines as a sort of allegory, or connected
simile and metaphor of Wordsworth’s intellect and genius – ‘The soil is a deep, rich, dark mould, on a deep stratum of
tenacious clay; and that on a foundation of rocks, which often break through both strata, lifting their back above the
surface. The trees that grow here are the gigantic black oak; magnolia magniflora; fraxinus excelsior; platane; and a few
stately tulip trees.’ Quoted by Michael Wiley, Romantic Geography, Wordsworth and Anglo-European Space, New
York: St. Martin's Press, 1998, p111.
28
The French novelist Alain-René Lesage adapted the Cervantes’ picaresque novel for a ‘real’ working class character
Gil Blas encountering real obstacles which influenced the English novel. Smollett translated Gil Blas with great success
and it led to Fielding writing Tom Jones.
29
‘London is a city with monstrous, sublime and seemingly infinite – and therefore unknowable – proportions.’ Quoted
by Julian Wolfreys, Writing London, Macmillan, 1998, p105.
30
‘I thought I might be able to estimate the depth of the city. But the marvel I was unable to judge was that of the levels
of the other parts above or below the Acropolis. For the foreigner of our own day, exploration is impossible.’ Rimbaud,
Villes 2, Les Illuminations (1873 – 1875).
31
The city street is in ‘the Zone’ where Apollinaire experienced life surging up into the sky, as he hummed tunes and
composed poems walking through Paris. It is the locale for Louis Aragon’s narrator in Le Paysan de Paris (NightWalker) (1926 / 1953). Paris is a place of modern consumerist and technological excitement and ever-changing; a place
of mobility, of ‘surprising detours’ as Andre Breton put in Nadja, (1928) his discursive essay / novel / dream sequence
of the narrator coming across a mysterious woman, Nadja. The last line, 'Beauty will be convulsive or will not be at all',
was scrawled all over Paris in 1968. In this literature, wandering though Paris expanded in time and space by electric
lighting, anticipation of chance encounters is the goal - not a quest to locate a sacred place, a genius loci. Sheringham
notes that paradox that despite the solitary nature of flâneurs, they seek and celebrate cities as nodes of exciting creative
unexpected connections. (p112). Phillipe Soupault’s narrator in Last Nights of Paris searches for magic and mystery
wandering all over the city closing on daylight’s hard stare. (The translator William Carlos Williams took long walks
with the author through Paris). Phillipe Soupault, Last nights of Paris, Full Court Press,1982. William Carlos
Williams’s ‘Paterson’ is a poem about a city, but by a bricoleur not flâneur. His shorter poems are too incisive for a
flâneur’s drift but do share an immediacy and ephemerality. After all, Kenneth Burke called him 'the master of the
glimpse.' Stephen Burt, ‘Chicory and Daisies’, London Review of Books, 4.4.2002. Paterson was began as early as
1917, but published book by book in the 1940s and 50s. Williams originally wrote of the seasons in location as a basis
to describe the whole knowable world. What began as a pastoral poem, though one with the ambition of forming an
analogy between the city and humans, became lost in the bricolage of prose and letters.
32
The labyrinth is the mirrored structure of his uncertain, unfinished collagist form for the Arcades. Baudelaire was
central to Banjamin’s Arcades project, whereas Wordsworth from a generation earlier is not mentioned. Jorge Luis
Borges ‘. . . No one realized that the book and the labyrinth were one and the same.’ ‘The Garden of Forking Paths’ in
Labyrinths - Selected Stories & Other Writings, New Directions, 1962. In ‘Moscow’ (1927), he wrote, ‘Yet one day the
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gate, the church that were the boundary of a district become without warning its centre. Now the city turns into a
labyrinth for the newcomer. . The whole exciting sequence of topographical dummies that deceives him could only be
shown by a film: the city is on its guard against him, masks itself, flees, intrigues, lures him to wander its circles to the
point of exhaustion.’ Walter Benjamin, Reflections: Essays . . Ed., Peter Demetz, Schochen Books, 1978, p99. He
probably wrote ‘Naples’ with Asja Lacis in 1924.
33
He confessed that he could 'meditate only when I am walking. When I stop, I cease to think; my mind only works
with my legs.' His imagination worked best when he was alone walking, ‘never have I thought so much, existed so
much, lived so much, been so much myself, if I dare so, than on these [journeys] I made alone and on foot. ’ Rousseau,
Confessions 4; Quoted by Ann Hartle, The Modern Self in Rousseau’s Confessions U of Notre Dame P, 1983, p106.
34
The book was begun in 1776 as a ‘shapeless diary’. Walking changed his life. On a late walk 14 March 1728 he
found himself locked out of Geneva. He escaped. A priest found him and sent him to Madame de Warens, famous for
converting Protestant runaways to Catholic. She was a beautiful spy and eventually they had a relationship. He spent
some years in rural retreat with her, reading. ’Sometimes my reveries end in meditation, but more often my meditations
end in reverie; and during these wanderings, my soul rambles and glides through the universe on the wings of
imagination, in ecstasies which surpass every other enjoyment.’
35
Descartes wrote ‘Rules for the Direction of the Mind’ in 1629. It became ‘the Discourse of Method’ and was
published as the Introduction to Essays (pub 1637) – and is the source of his fame. He argues that true knowledge is
discoverable by procedural rules eg. reduction, splitting large into small problems and accept what is clear to the mind
only; he saw this in terms of mathematical proofs not an actual empirical scientific method.
36
A key work is J-J. Rousseau, (1755) A Discourse on Inequality, Trans. & Intro M. Cranston, London: Penguin, 1984.
Here he argues civilisation corrupts man's natural goodness happiness and freedom by creating artificial inequalities of
wealth, power and privilege. Wokler considers The Confessions as the most important autobiography since that of St
Augustine, R. Wokler, Rousseau, OUP 'Past Masters' series, 1995, p1.
37
Michel Serres, Eloge de la philosophie en langue française. Paris: Fayard, 1995, p144, 160. Quoted by Pierre SaintAmand, ‘Contingency and the Enlightenment‘, SubStance 83, http://substance.arts.uwo.ca/83 [DL 19.3.2001] Michel
Serres uses Rousseau's wanderings to develop his concept of la randonnée, (random circuit) a contingent path that
returns haphazardly to its starting point. The term is used in different works. In The Eloge, Serres explains, la randonnée
is, ‘an old hunting term in which the quarry at bay tries to lose its pursuers unleashed at random, that is to say following
impetuously behind it; capriciously it bifurcates its course, thereby completing, through apparent irregularities, a circuit
of stable design, in order to return to the starting point, la randonnée: long, strenuous, determined by the circumstances,
la randonnée does not overlook any particular feature, any law of return. It recognises the rule through chaos and chaos
through the rule. . . hence it is exodus and method at the same time. Eloge, ibid, p163. Serres’ analysis is part of his
attack on Enlightenment epistemology, which Romanticism had opposed. ‘The Age of Enlightenment strongly
contributed to the relegation of all reason not formulated by science into the irrational.’ Eclaircissements. Paris: F.
Bourin, 1992, p79. Quoted Saint Amand, ibid. For his botanical passion see Letters on the Element of Botany, tr.
Thomas Martyn, London: White, 1785; and Books V & VII of Rêveries du promeneur solitaire.
38
Steven Monte, Invisible Fences. Prose Poetry as a Genre in French and American Literature, Lincoln: University of
Nebraska Press, 2000.
39
Guy Debord, 'Theory of The Dérive', Internationale Situationniste #2, 1958, in Ken Knabb Ed., Situationist
International anthology, Berkeley: Bureau of Public Secrets, 1981, p50. Debord published a collage map of Paris
(1957), the pieces linked together by arrows. The accompanying text explains that the arrows describe the 'the
spontaneous turns of direction taken by a subject moving through these surroundings in disregard of the useful
connections that ordinarily govern his conduct.' Quoted by Thomas F. McDonough 'Situationist Space', October 67,
MIT Press, Winter, 1994. The city becomes contingent and infinitely variable, (as Rimbaud describes it in ‘Villes II’).
Alan Dunning & Paul Woodrow, in ‘Einstein’s Brain’ site ‘A Forest of Vowels’ inspired by Rimbaud, in Einstein’s
Brain, using Debord’s drifting technique to associate events in the ‘real’ world with their virtual environment.
See http://www.ucalgary.ca/~einbrain/EBessay.htm [DL 2.5.2003].
40
Bernstein notes that ‘Silliman's nonnarratives consciously work against "the deep slumber of chronology, causality,
and false unity (totalization)... Detail is cast upon detail, minute particular on minute particular, adding up to an
impossibility of commensurable narrative. With every new sentence a new embarkation: not only is the angle changed,
and it's become a close-up, but the subject is switched. Yet maybe the sound's the same, carries it through. Or like an
interlocking chain: A has a relation to B and B to C, but B and C have nothing in common (series not essence).’
Bernstein, ‘Narrating Narration: The Shapes of Ron Silliman’s Work’ in Content’s Dream: Essays, 1975-1984,
Northwestern UP, Avant-Garde & Modernism Studies Series, 1986, p19-20.
41
Bachelard says reverie liberates us from worries, tasks to hand through what calls the ‘material imagination’ helps us
‘to escape from the rigidity of mental habits formed by contact with familiar experiences.’ Gaston Bachelard, The
Psychoanalysis of Fire, trans. Alan C. M. Ross, Boston: Beacon Press, 1964, p4. An exploration of the psychic
meanings of the four cosmic elements. In The Formation of the Scientific Mind (1938), he used the term, 'the
epistemological obstacle', for the fixed ideas and categories which language imposes on our thought, limiting
experience.
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42

Guy Girard describes ‘reverie’ as ‘a kind of conscious dream when the imagined is stronger than my reason’; it is
achieved by ‘derive’, a Situationist term meaning drifting, ‘a technique of transient passage through varied ambiences.’
K. Knabb, Ed., Situationist International Anthology, Berkeley: Bureau of Public Secrets, 1981, p50.
43
‘Convolute M’ is dedicated to the flâneur: ‘An intoxication comes over the man who walks long and aimlessly
through the streets. With each step, the walk takes on greater momentum; ever weaker grow the temptations of shops, of
bistros, of smiling women, ever more irresistible the magnetism of the next streetcorner, of a distant mass of foliage, of
a street name. Then comes hunger. Our man wants nothing to do with the myriad possibilities offered to sate his
appetite. Like an ascetic animal, he flits through unknown districts–until, utterly exhausted, he stumbles into his room,
which receives him coldly and wears a strange air.’ Quoted by Noah Isenberg, ‘On Walter Benjamin's Passages’,
Partisan Review, 2 May 2001. He uses the term again, ‘Only the mass of inhabitants permits prostitution to spread over
large parts of the city. And only the mass makes it possible for the sexual object to become intoxicated with the hundred
stimuli which it produces.’ (1938), ‘Fragments of the Passagenwerk A meander through the Arcades project of Walter
Benjamin’, http://art.derby.ac.uk/~g.peaker/arcades/passagenwerk.html. [DL.9.3.2001]
44
It is a founding principle of surrealism, recommended as a method for generating poetry in the first Manifesto of
Surrealism (1924) - thought freed from ‘any control exercised by reason, exempt from any aesthetic or moral concern.’
Surrealism ‘is based on the belief in the superior reality of certain forms of previously neglected associations, in the
omnipotence of dream, in the disinterested play of thought.’ André Breton, Manifestoes of Surrealism, trans. Richard
Seaver and Helen Lane, The U of Michigan P, 1972, p26.
45
After you have settled yourself in a place as favourable as possible to the concentration of your mind upon itself, have
writing materials brought to you. Put yourself in as passive, or receptive a state of mind as you can... Write quickly,
without any preconceived subject, fast enough so that you will not remember what you’re writing and be tempted to reread what you have written. Breton, 1972, p15.
46
The condition Breton was seeking is allied to Robert Graves beginning a poem in’ a trance-like suspension of his
normal habit of thought.’ Robert Graves, The Common Asphodel, 1949, p1. William Blake said he wrote Milton ‘from
immediate Dictation... without Premeditation and even against my Will.’ Letter to Thomas Butts, 1803.
47
Renato Poggioli, The Oaten Flute: Essays on Pastoral Poetry & the Pastoral Idea, Cambridge 1975, p22.
48
He wrote, ‘I loved solitary walks more than anything else in the world., 'Everything is in constant flux on this earth’
and searching for ‘a sufficient, complete and perfect happiness’ in the present. ‘But if there is a state where the soul can
find a resting-place secure enough to establish itself and concentrate its entire being there, with no need to remember
the past or reach into the future, where time is nothing to it, where the present runs on indefinitely but this duration goes
unnoticed, with no sign of the passing of time, and no other feeling of deprivation or enjoyment, pleasure or pain, desire
or fear than the simple feeling of existence, a feeling that fills our soul entirely, as long as this state lasts, we can call
ourselves happy, not with a poor, incomplete and relative happiness such as we find in the pleasures of life, but with a
sufficient, complete and perfect happiness which leaves no emptiness to be filled in the soul. Such is the state which I
often experienced on the Island Of Saint-Pierre in my solitary reveries, whether I lay in a boat and drifted where the
water carried me, or sat by the shores of the stormy lake, or elsewhere, on the banks of a lovely river or a stream
murmuring over the stones. J-J. Rousseau, (1782) Reveries of the Solitary Walker, Trans. & Intro P. France, London:
Penguin, 1979, p88-89.
49
Wokler writes he ‘found respite only in solitude, the study of botany, and a romantically lyrical communion with
nature,' R. Wokler, 1995, p15. In 1749, on way to visit Diderot in prison, Rousseau had a vision that man was
essentially good but corrupted by civilisation, he kept to this all his life, though towards the end, was embittered and
paranoid. The process of walking was important for his thoughts but so too was the act of writing. Rousseau did not
discuss his ideas with others, he wrote them out, a vast amount, almost as therapy. Wokler should have added walking.
He is considered a proto-Romantic for this contact with nature, his defence of primitivism, love, and imagination, and
his exertions with self-discovery.
50
Rousseau’s walking seems to alternate between a botanist’s alertness and a hypnagogic state, ‘that state between
waking and sleeping. From there you can wander towards either of the two. You can go away in a dream or you can
open your eyes, be aware of your body, the room, the crows cawing in the snow outside the window.’ John Berger, And
our faces, my heart, brief as photos, Writers & Readers, 1984, p14.
51
Anke Gleber, The Art of Taking a Walk, Princeton UP, 1999.
52
Ellen Dissanayake, What is art for?, U of Washington P, (1988) 1995, p216.
53
Roland Barthes, ‘Semiology and Urbanism’ in The Semiotic Challenge, New York: Hill, 1988, p191-201.
54
However, Solnit suggests that a negative reason for walking and hence by association, associative thinking, in our
‘production-oriented culture’ doing nothing [is]achieved best by appearing to do something, and walking fits this bill.’
ibid, p43-4.
55
‘The human mind... operates by association. With one item in its grasp, it snaps instantly to the next that is suggested
by the association of thoughts, in accordance with some intricate web of trails carried by the cells of the brain.’
Vannevar Bush, ‘As We May Think’, Atlantic Monthly, 1945. See Chapter 7.
56
She denies the need for formal navigational aids and metaphors like ‘travelling’ or ‘exploring’ preferring that of ‘the
wanderer’. Meaning happens in the process not from reaching some journey’s end. Mireille Rosello, 'The Screener's
Maps: Michel de Certeau's "Wandersmanner" and Paul Auster's Hypertextual Detective', In George Landow Ed.,
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HYPER/TEXT/THEOR, Johns Hopkins University Press, 1994. She argues against bringing print notions of reading and
well formed spatial notions across to hypertext.
57
From ‘The Ruins of Paris’, and, ‘Despair does not exist for a man whose walking as long as he’s really walking.’
Reda writes, ‘If this book isn’t a poem it’s a novel / Each character a monument encountered / By chance a spiralling
drift / Of an eye alert less to architectural splendour / Than to the secrets Paris harbours beneath her brow. Jacques
Reda’s quote refers top the poet’s third itinerary from 15th arondisement over the Pont Neuf via the Luxembourg
Gardens to the Gare d’Est. From Chateaux des Courants d’Air, 1988. D. Kelley and J. Khalfa Eds., The New French
Poetry, 1991, p287. Jennie Feldman comments, ‘These long circuits are the habit, the vocation of a lifetime.’ Jennie
Feldman, ‘Jacques Reda: An Introduction’, View from a Bridge, Poetry Review, V91:3, Autumn, 2001, p22. The artist
Robert Smithson reverses the notion of ruin in a tour of his birthplace suburban Passaic, he describes in a photographic
essay as, ‘ruins in reverse. . . This is the opposite of the ‘romantic ruin’ because the buildings don’t fall into ruin after
they are built but rather rise into ruin before they are built.’ The industrial landscape of factories, roads and bridges are
decaying metaphors for contemporary urban social conditions. Robert Smithson, ‘A Tour of the Monuments of Passaic,
New Jersey’, in The Writings of Robert Smithson: Essays with Illustrations, Artforum 1967, p53-57.
58
In 1973, Claude Lévi-Strauss introduced the notion of the bricoleur who appropriates pre-existing materials that are
ready-to-hand. We use things to hand and improvise our lives, actions, behaviours from short cuts through buildings,
down alleyways, via favourite views to ways of being in the city not covered in the guidebooks. It is cumulative,
involves unintended uses, economical (using a small number of tools) and has unintended consequences and fits the
process of evolution, as well as cultural change. The voyeuristic aspect is epitomised by Sophie Calle who followed
strangers randomly through the streets of Paris for months in 1979/1980. Her hidden surveillance involved taking
photographs and noting their movements. She collected this work under the title, ‘Suite Vénitienne.’ She is a rare
example of female flâneur. Deborah Parsons mentions Dorothy Richardson, Virginia Woolf, Elizabeth Bowen and
Doris Lessing in Streetwalking the Metropolis: Women, the City and Modernity, Oxford: OUP, 2000, p7.
59
He wrote about the contingency of walking through New York in his sparse style. Lopate comments, ‘For Reznikoff,
walking was both a way to be alone and, safely, indirectly, with others.’ Lopate claims, ‘The streets were his muse.’
ibid, p200. He can’t match Walt Whitman’s animal appetite for Manhattan, where inside the crowd, he becomes a
tantalising potential of energy and eroticism, in poems like, ‘A Broadway Pageant’; ‘City of Orgies’; ‘To a Stranger.’
Many of the poems in Reznikoff’s The Complete Poems are about street life. From the very beginning, his first book of
poems Rhythms 1918, he starts where he means to go: ‘I have walked until / I am faint and numb; / from one dark street
/ to another I come.’ ‘Poem 1’, The Complete Poems, Vol 1, Ed., S. Cooney, Black Sparrow, 1978, p13.
’The dead are walking silently.’ Poem 2. From his second collection, Rhythms 1919: ‘I leave the theatre, / keeping step,
keeping step to the music.’ Poem 2. ‘We had walked up and down the block many times until alone. Poem 3. ibid, Vol1,
p21. Lopate, ibid, p203 Edwin Denby has previously noted the diversity and excitement of walking a city in his essay,
‘Dancers, Buildings and People in the Streets.’ Lopate calls Denby’s text ‘a seminal document of walk literature.’ ibid,
p207.
60
‘Walking along the highway, / I smell the yellow flowers of a shrub / watch starlings on a lawn, perhaps –/ but why
are al these / speeding away in automobiles,/ where are they off to/ in such a hurry? /They must be going to hear wise
men /and to look at beautiful women, /and I am just a fool / to be loitering here alone.’ ‘Autobiography, New York’,
from Going To and Fro and walking Up and Down 1941, Vol 2, ibid, p27.
61
Kenneth Koch in an interview remarked, ‘But whereas a good deal of surrealist poetry tends to stay in this world of
dreams and the unconscious and magic, Frank’s poetry very clearly comes back to what would be considered ordinary
reality. It always ends up back on the streets, back with the taxicabs, and most of all back with the emotional
attachments in this life.’ ‘Frank read the French poets and knew them, but his poetry was not surrealistic.... It seems to
me the surrealist attitude—trusting the unconscious more than the conscious, doing automatic writing, saying whatever
comes into your head, using accident in your poems, bringing in material from dreams—all those things that were
programmatic for the surrealists... these characteristics have by now become a natural and almost instinctive part of the
work of many poets writing in English. You can find them in poets who are not of the ‘New York School.’ Richard
Kostelanetz, ‘Frank O’Hara and His Poetry’ in American Writing Today’ Whitston Publishing, 1991, pp. 205-06. We
go eat some fish and some ale it's / cool but crowded we don't like Lionel Trilling / we decide, we like Don Allen we
don't like / Henry James so much we like Herman Melville / we don't want to be in the poets' walk in / San Francisco
even we just want to be rich . . .’ ‘Personal Poem’ The Collected Poems of Frank O’Hara, Ed., Donald Allen, U of
California P, 1995, p335.
62
Frank O'Hara, Frank O'Hara: Selected Poems, Ed., Donald Allen, Vintage, 1974, p6-7.
63
Dated August 16 1956. Frank O'Hara: Selected Poems, 1974, p111.
64
‘On his flight from his creditors he went to cafés or reading circles. Sometimes he had two domiciles at the same time
- but on days when the rent was due, he often spent the night at a third place with friends. So he roved about in the city
which had long ceased to be a home for the flâneur.’ ‘The flâneur is someone abandoned in the crowd. In this he shares
the situation of the commodity.’ Fragments of the Passagenwerk -A meander through the Arcades project of Walter
Benjamin, http://art.derby.ac.uk/~g.peaker/arcades/passagenwerk.html. Benjamin realised the city is organic, like a
wood, in constant process of growth and decay, elusive, writing of Naples, ‘In such corners one can scarcely discern
where building is still in progress and where dilapidation has already set in.’ Walter Benjamin, ‘Naples’ in Reflections:
Essays, Aphorisms, Autobiographical Writings, Ed., Peter Demetz, Schochen Books, 1978, p166. He sees Naples as
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different from Mosow, Berlin or Paris ‘What distinguishes Naples from other large cities is something it has in common
with the African Krall; each private attitude or act is permeated by streams of communal life. So the house is far less the
refuge into which people retreat than the inexhaustible reservoir from which they flood out.’ p171. Many tropes use an
organic theme; city as unnatural; city as hive, city as male; city as organism; city as melting pot. Others see a city as
electric (bright lights); city as machine; city as labyrinth or maze. Raymond Williams opens The Country and the City,
Chatto & Windus, 1973, with the claim that 'city' is a synonym for civilisation.
65
Haussmann prepared the first accurate survey map while bulldozing much of medieval central Paris for offices and a
full frontal view of Notre Dame and its pair of stolid towers. Paris was becoming the most analysed and dissected ever
while becoming more complex and confusing.
66
Mike Davis prophesied a, ‘whole generation...being shunted toward some impossible Armageddon’ in City of Quartz,
1990. In Ecology of Fear, New York: Henry Holt, 1998, Davis notes that earthquakes, floods, fires, and other natural
disasters have been exacerbated by undue development pressures. Davis regards Los Angeles and Las Vegas as
ecological and social wastelands in Dead Cities, The New Press, 2002. Solnit argues that the US obsession with cars
impoverishes their society, and singles out California as the worst example. I think James Donald who takes de
Ceteau’s approach is optimistic when he writes, ‘Whenever modernisers have sought to impose the rationality of the
'concept city' on urban life, flâneurs, artists and the rest of us have systematically re-enchanted their creations: as comic
parade, as sexual display, as hellish dream-world, or simply as home.’ James Donald, Imagining the Modern City, U of
Minnesota P, 1999, p51.
67
Mike Davis, ‘Fortress Los Angeles’ in Michael Sorkin Ed., Variations of a Theme Park, Hill & Wang, 1992, p174.
68
Lars Lerup, After The City, Cambridge: MIT Press, 2001, p77. Marcel Hénaff notes, ‘The history of the city is ending
and that of the global landscape begins, where the built and the natural, the cultivated and the wild alternate. The earth
has finally become round.’ Marcel Hénaff, ‘Of Stones, Angels and Humans: Michel Serres and the Global City’
Substance 83, <http://substance.arts.uwo.ca/83/83henaff.html>
69
After a neighbour in Beverly Hills complained to WC Fields about him taking pot shots at the birds on his lawn, he
said, ‘I’ll go on shooting the bastards until they learn to shit green’. The suburbs are dull and are synonymous with a
lack of interest in poetry. ‘The attitude of the intellectuals and modernist writers of the 30s and 30s towards the ‘clerks’
and the suburbs was one of contempt... They were only half educated, not having been to public school or universities
they were not interested in philosophy or in the fine arts or poetry, or any components of the old upper-middle-class
culture.’ John Carey, ‘Suburban poetry and the death of myth’ quoted Lothar Fietz and Hans-Werner Ludwig, Poetry in
the British Isles: Non-Metropolitan Perspectives, Cardiff: Wales UP 1995, p56-7. Charles Tomlinson attacked the
movement for being anti-modernist, ‘They seldom for a moment escape beyond the suburban mental ratio which they
impose on experience.’ Charles Tomlinson, ‘Poetry Today’, The Pelican guide To English Literature Vol 7, 1967,
p459. His comments caused much debate.
70
‘I have long, indeed for years, played with the idea of setting out the sphere of life – bios – graphically on a map.
First I envisaged an ordinary map . . . a colourful show if I clearly marked in the houses of my friends and girl friends . .
the hotel and brothel rooms that I knew for one night, the decisive benches in the Tiergarten, the ways to different
schools and graves that I saw filled . . .’ Walter Benjamin, Reflections, ibid, p5. It is the poets who imagine the cities as
dynamic, and knew before the theorists that, as James Donald asserts, ‘We do not just read the city, we negotiate the
reality of cities by imagining 'the city'. … It is imagination which produces reality as it exists.’ James Donald, ibid, p18.
And the phenomenology of a city is highly variable depending on one’s habitus, interests, mood and circumstance. The
environment so intently experienced, through personal association, narrative, memory and myth that it oscillates
between the familiar and the alien This is one of Michael Sheringham’s arguments in, ‘City Space, Mental Space,
Poetic Space: Paris in Breton, Benjamin and Réda’ in Parisian Fields, M. Sheringham, Ed. Reaktion Books, 1996,
p100. As John Berger writes, ‘Only somebody who has lived in the streets of a city, suffering some kind of misery, can
be aware of what the paving stones, the doorways, the bricks, the windows signify.’ John Berger, ‘Ralph Fasanella and
the Experience of the City’ in About Looking, Writers & Readers 1980, p96.
71
His central thesis was that modern western culture produces societies of ‘spectacular’ commodity consumption.
Capitalism reproduces itself as an accumulating series of spectacles, which alienated workers, feeding consumption.
What was once directly experienced is now only available through representation. Guy Debord, The Society of the
Spectacle, trans. Donald Nicholson-Smith, New York, Zone Books, 1994.
72
Space/Time compression is characteristic of the postmodern and beyond. There are the benefits of complexity,
pluralities and possibilities but also the negatives of aesthetics preferred to ethics and avoidance of the political and
economic realities of global capitalism. ‘If aesthetic production has now been so thoroughly commodified and thereby
become really subsumed within a political economy of cultural production, how can we possible stop that circle closing
onto a produced, and hence all too easily manipulated, aestheticisation of a globally mediatised politics?’ p305. His
central point is that, ‘The relatively stable aesthetic of Fordist modernism has given way to all the ferment, instability,
and fleeting qualities of a postmodernist aesthetic that celebrates difference, ephemerality, spectacle, fashion, and the
commodifications of cultural forms.’ p156. David Harvey, The Condition of Postmodernity: An Enquiry into the origins
of Cultural Change, Cambridge, MA: Blackwell, 1990. Albert Borgmann believes there is a refusal to take
responsibility due to ‘hyperactive mobilisation’ a frantic acceleration of exertion and dispersal of interest. Albert
Borgmann, Crossing the Postmodern Divide, Chicago, 1992, p2-19. As Michael Leuning says, ‘Some things you can do
at speed but it’s impossible to love at speed.’ TV ad 9.12.2001, for his free calendar in the Sydney Morning Herald.
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David Harvey gives a graphic showing four maps of the world in descending order of size: 1500-1840 (‘best average
speed of horse drawn coaches and sailing ships was 10 mph.’); 1850-1930 ("steam locomotives averaged 65 m.p.h. and
steam ships averaged 36 mph.’); 1950s (‘propeller aircraft 300-400 mph.’); 1960s (‘jet passenger aircraft 500-700
mph.’) p241. John Elder worries that increasing stimulation leads to passivity. ‘The mind, presented with an incessant
flood of stimuli, grows passive. Discriminations as the personal value of objects or events fade, for want of that still
moment which preserves them in existence.’ John Elder, Imagining the Earth: Poetry and the Vision of Nature, U of
Illinois Press, 1985, p81. Virilio thinks the new technologies accentuate the decline of place, territory, local time and the
body and the rise of dislocation. Paul Virilio, Open Sky, London, Verso, 1997.
73
Simmel thought people cope with the anomie by by becoming blasé, using his/her head not heart, and differentiating
from the masses through dandyism. Georg Simmel, ‘The Metropolis and Modern Life’. Solnit, ibid, p53-4,
74
City is a poetry-prose hybrid he writes about the changes to his native Birmingham, of beginning with the Blitz, then
massive redevelopment in the 1950s and 1960s, and finally de-industrialization of the 1970s and 1980s.
Fisher later finds an aesthetic industrial past: ‘the hill, / stretching down west from Goldsitch / a mile from my side
yard, shale measures / on its back and the low black spoilheaps / still in the fields, / darkens to an October sunset / as if
it were a coal, . . .’ Roy Fisher, A Furnace, OUP, 1986, p10.
75
Opening to Six Texts for a Film’, Birmingham River, OUP, 1994. Sean O'Brien calls the first line a ‘Bakhtinian
declaration’, whereas I would term it Vygotskian. Sean O'Brien, ‘Roy Fisher: A Polytheism with No Gods," chapter ten
of The Deregulated Muse, Newcastle upon Tyne: Bloodaxe, 1998, p112. See commentary by Peter Barry,
‘’Birmingham's what I think with’: Roy Fisher's Composite-Epic’, The Yale Journal of Criticism, V13:1, 2000, p 87105.
76
Alexander Wilson has even noted how ‘aircon’ in cars has increases visual emphasis, ‘The other senses were pushed
further to the margins of human experience as nature came to play a role in human culture that was at once more
restricted and infinitely expanded.’ Alexander Wilson, The Culture of Nature: North American Landscape from Disney
to the Exxon Valdez, Blackwells, 1991, p37.
77
‘I thrived on movement, drift, being out in the weather. I wanted a single sentence to contain everything I knew. I
suffered (exposure to Jack Kerouac at an impressionable age) from that impulse to sketch, note, improvise, revise,
double back, bifurcate, split like an amoeba.' Iain Sinclair, Liquid City, ibid, p8. Jack Kerouac influenced me as a
teenager to begin travelling not on foot, but by hitchhiking, throughout England and then Europe, the Middle East and
North Africa. I mostly followed, without knowing it, Lin Yutang’s advice, ‘The true mode of travel should be travel to
become lost and unknown. More poetically, we may describe it as travel to forget... A good traveller is one who does
not know where he or she is going to, and the perfect traveller does not know where he or she came from.’ Lin, Yutang,
The Importance of Living, New York: Reynal & Hitchkok, 1937, p331. I was escaping a stifling public school eduction
in England.
78
Iain Sinclair & Marc Atkins, Liquid City, Reaktion, 1999, p15.
79
See examples in Andrew Feenberg and Jim Freedman, When Poetry Ruled The Streets: The French May Events of
1968, SUNY, 2001.
80
‘Walking the New York Bedrock’ Mountains and Rivers Without End, Counterpoint, 1996, p99. Snyder is known as
an eco or nature poet but his poems ‘Night Highway 99’; ‘Three Worlds, Three Realms, Six Roads’; and Hymn to the
Goddess San Francisco’ also deal with cityscapes. Gary Gach comments that ‘Night Highway 99’ (c1962) ‘displays the
influence of fellow Reed College student Philip Whalen: poem as rambling, elastic container of quick perceptions,
extracts of journal entries, conversations overheard in elevators, etc.’ Gary Gach, ‘A Pacific Rim Paradigm’, American
Reporter, 18-19.1.1997. This collagist style runs through many streams of 20th C art. Philip Whalen, who worked in the
North Cascades with his friends Snyder and Kerouac in the mid fifties, became a Buddhist monk and enquires through a
Buddhist/Taoist sensibility: What are you but a drifting crowd? / Miserable hermitage of dauby wattles / Flies ants bugs
and busy rodents all over everything / Wrong climate for a primitive life out of doors / Wrong soil for a vegetable
garden. . . / What happened when you went to L.A.?’ from ‘Ode to You’, The Kindness of Strangers, Four Seasons,
1976, p14. Gary Snyder’s journey to the north San Juan Ridge in California's Sierra foothills from the north Cascades
via Japan from opening San Francisco's ‘Human Be-In’ (14.1.1967) by blowing into a conch shell – (began as I was
conceived), leaving Portland in 1954 with a rodeo rider and a hooker passed out in the back seat of his old car – ‘us and
our stuff just covering the ground.’ Snyder, Mountains & Rivers Without End, Counterpoint Press, 1996.
81
Lewis Mumford from The City in History, Penguin, 1966. The notorious divide between city and the country reaches
from the pastoral to Raymond Williams and cricket. The Tilpa Cricket Club is probably the smallest in the country. One
of the largest, the Gymea club of Sydney, offered to travel 1000ks out west for a social. Tilpa won the toss and used
local knowledge to field first (the keg was not opened until after lunch). One Gymea player remarked, ‘This is the first
time we’ve played without grass.’ Colin Middleton, Tilpa’s captain listed the species that struggle in the red earth,
‘Little button grass, annual saltbush, solitary plants of Mitchell grass, summer grass and buck bush. It’s what our sheep
eat’.’ Asa Wahlquist SMH, 30.3.1992.
82
There are those who are willing to be herded in droves through 'scenic' places.’ Aldo Leopold, ‘A Taste for Country’
[1953] A Sand County Almanac with Essays on Conservation from Round River, New York: Ballantine, 1966, p179-80.
Objects serve as traces of these brief authentic experiences, which Susan Stewart says is exemplified by the souvenir
which replaces memories of embodied experience. ‘As experience is increasingly mediated and abstracted, the lived
relation of the body to the phenomenological world is replaced by a nostalgic myth of contact and presence. "Authentic"
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experience becomes both elusive and allusive as it is placed beyond the horizon of present lived experience, the beyond
in which the antique, the pastoral, the exotic, and other fictive domains are articulated. In the process of distancing, the
memory of the body is replaced by the memory of the object, a memory standing outside the self and thus presenting
both a surplus and lack of significance. We might say that this capacity of objects to serve as traces of authentic
experience is, in fact, exemplified by the souvenir. The souvenir distinguishes experiences. We do not need or desire
souvenirs of events that are repeatable. Rather we need and desire souvenirs of events that are reportable, events whose
materiality has escaped us, events that thereby exist only through the invention of narrative.’ Susan Stewart, ‘Objects of
Desire’ in On Longing: Narratives of the Miniature, the Gigantic, the Souvenir, the Collection, Baltimore: The Johns
Hopkins UP, 1984, p132.
83
Marcel Mauss when describing the habitus of the body sketched the fundamentals of diverse cross-cultural postures
and gestures, including walking. Mauss concluded that walking is an acquired technique, rather than natural; while
biological, it still requires a social world for normal development, children are encouraged and taught to walk, and
adults rarely walk alone, it is a social ritual. ‘The habitus of the body being upright while walking, breathing, rhythm of
the walk, swinging the fists, the elbows, progression with the trunk in advance of the body or by advancing either side
of the body alternately (we have got accustomed to moving all the body forward at once). Feet turned in or out.
Extension of the leg.’ Marcel Mauss, 'Techniques of the Body', (1934), Sociology and Psychology: Essays, trans. B.
Brewster, London: Routledge and Kegan Paul, 1979, p102, 114-15. Pierre Bourdieu terms this uniqueness ‘habitus’,
which is generated through these activities in feedback with the social environment. It is formed through a ‘reason
immanent to the practices; it has its origin neither in the 'decisions' of reason nor in the determinations through
mechanisms which would be external or superordinate to the acting person.’ Pierre Bourdieu, The Logic of Practice,
Cambridge, Polity Press, 1980, p85. He is a structuralist who takes account of actors' subjective meanings. Habitus is
how an individual plays their cards within a ‘field’, or what others call ‘forms of life.’ Shapin and Schaffer define a
‘form of life’ as the existing scheme of things, the invisible, conventional and self evident ‘patterns of doing things and
of organising men to practical ends.’ Steven Shapin and Simon Schaffer, Leviathan and the Air-Pump: Hobbes, Boyle,
and the Experimental Life, Princeton: Princeton UP, 1985, p15. So a form of life is a set of linguistic practices and
social structures that are given, without which no conversation can proceed. They form the parameters of what can be
taken as knowledge, as evidence in a constructivist position; knowledge can be seen as a practical, social and linguistic
accomplishment. All texts are local, contingent and indexical - tied to human purpose and action. Even scientific
practices are a field of practices. Wittgenstein held the view that individual's beliefs and thoughts are entrenched in
accepted language games and socially sanctioned ‘forms of life.’ Language is public, social and ecological being
fundamental to how we negotiate the world. Vygotsky’s equivalent is the ‘zone of proximal development’ (‘zpd’), a
form of life in which people collectively and relationally create developmental learning by performing beyond (and as
other than) who they are individually and collectively. Our effort is to create continuously overlapping zpds which
makes possible the transforming of rigidified behaviour (forms of life that have become alienated and fossilized) into
new forms of life.
84
Early on we are encouraged to practice using our bodies through toilet training, walked along. Through habit, these
movements combine unconscious reactions and intentional actions, social skills, practical knowledge, patterns and
habits of perception and thought. The ‘habitus’ is produced through the agent’s own activity and in a dialectic with the
natural and social environments. Pierre Bourdieu shows how social class, origin, education, and occupation
institutionally shape the body so profoundly that it becomes a visible, integrated, and functioning part of institutions.
85
Michel de Certeau, 'Walking in the City', The Practice of Everyday Life, Trans S. Rendall, U of California P, 1988,
p91, 93. He opposes Michel Foucault’s account of panoptic power for individual acts and agency. He uses the term La
perrugue, (‘Engaging the wig’) a venerable French expression meaning ‘duping the master’, to refer to ways workers
trick employers through slacking off, petty theft and taking sickies. It is a way of slipping from under the authoritative
gaze, reversing the normal hierarchical processes.
86
As Merleau Ponty wrote, ‘Whether a system of motor or perceptual powers, our body is not an object for an 'I think',
it is a grouping of live-through meanings which moves towards its equilibrium.’ Merleau Ponty, Phenomenology of
Perception, trans Colin Smith, Routledge & Kegan Paul, 1962, p153. Herbert Fingarette reminds us of the complex
subconscious routines we use in daily walking: ‘I see you on the street; I smile, walk towards you, put out my hand to
shake yours. And behold – without any command, stratagem, force, special tricks or tools, without any effort on my part
to make you do so, you spontaneously turn towards me, return my smile, raise your hand toward mine. We shake hands
– not by my pulling your hand up and down or you pulling mine but by spontaneous and perfect cooperative action.’
Fingarette points to the phenomenological, ‘Nor normally do we notice that the ‘ritual’ has ‘life’ in it, that we are
‘present’ to each other, at least to some minimal extent.’ H. Fingarette, Confucius, Harper & Row, 1972, p9
87
Jane Jacobs wrote, ‘The stretch of Hudson Street where I live is each day the scene of an intricate sidewalk ballet.’
And, ‘Under the seeming disorder of the old city is a marvellous order for maintaining the safety of the streets and the
freedom of the city. It is a complex order. Its essence is a constant succession of eyes. This order is all composed of
movement and change, and although it is life, not art, we may fancifully call it the art form of the city, and liken it to
dance.’ Quoted by Marshal Berman, All That Is Solid Melts Into Air: The Experience of Modernity, (1982) New York:
Penguin Books, 1988, p315, 317. Her celebration of the richness and diversity of everyday life in the city runs parallel
with nature writers. This understanding is now used by urban planners, ‘A promenade is marked by people physically
tuning to common movement and rhythm. A promenade is an activity common in all urban ecologies, a basic

A New Defence of Poetry - and New Possibilities from Hypertext to Ecopoetry

364

homeostatic or self-regulating mechanism by which the community as a whole maintains awareness of the well-being of
the individuals who comprise it, and by which the sense of community is reaffirmed collectively.’ Quoted by Arlene
Raven, ‘Two Lines of Sight and An Unexpected Connection: The Art of Helen Mayer Harrison and Newton Harrison’,
High Performance Magazine, Winter, 1987.
88
In 1803, Wordsworth wrote, ‘Earth has not anything to show more fair: /Dull would he be of soul who could pass by /
A sight so touching in its majesty.’ ‘Upon Westminster Bridge’. On the other hand the gregarious and whimsical
Charles Lamb wrote to Wordsworth: ‘I have passed all my days in London until I have formed as many and intense
local attachments, as any of you mountaineers can have done with dead nature’. The Letters of Charles Lamb to William
Wordsworth, Ed., T. N. Talfourd. http://www.cf.ac.uk/encap/skilton/nonfic/lamb01.html. [DL 8.2.2000]
89
‘The most effective of these causes are the great national events which are daily taking place, and the encreasing
accumulation of men in cities, where the uniformity of their occupations produces a craving for extraordinary incident,
which the rapid communication of intelligence hourly gratifies.’ Wordsworth, Preface 1802, Lyrical Ballads.
90
Anthony Easthope argues that ’for Wordsworth the world’s greatest city of the time is a void without meaning or
value.’ Wordsworth Now and Then, Open UP, 1993, p27. As far back as 1748, the poet William Shenstone assured that,
‘No one will prefer the beauty of the street to the beauty of a lawn or grove; and indeed the poets would have found no
very tempting an Elysium, had they made a town of it.’ Cited in ‘Province and Metropolis’ from the University of
Warwick, author not given. http://www.warwick.ac.uk/fac/arts/History/teaching/courses/gender/town.html. [DL
11.2.2002]
91
Hazel Smith, Hyperscapes in the Poetry of Frank O’Hara: Difference/ Homosexuality/ Topography, Liverpool UP,
2000, p144. See also Hazel Smith, ‘In Memory of Metaphor: Deconstructive Modes in the Poetry of Frank O’Hara’,
Journal of the Australasian University Modern Language Association. 84, Nov 1995, p65-83. James Breslin writes, ‘the
energy that allows O’Hara to work inside all these old fictions [of the self] and disguises and make them live again.’
James Breslin, From Modern to Contemporary: American Poetry, 1945-1965. U of Chicago P, 1985, p248. From
Terence Diggory review of Hyperscapes in the Poetry of Frank O’Hara: Difference/ Homosexuality/ Topography by
Hazel Smith, Liverpool UP, 2000, Jacket 22, May 2003 http://jacketmagazine.com/22/digg-r-h-smith.html. [DL.
12.10.2003]
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Frank O'Hara: Selected Poems, Ed., Donald Allen, Vintage, 1974, p108-9.
93
'That human beings are born of the earth is a universally disseminated belief.' Mircea Eliade, The Sacred and
Profane, Harvest, 1959, p140.
94
He practices the Alexander Technique, ‘because it’s about releasing, a thinking beyond the physical body, beyond
bones and beyond muscles to the energy that is constantly, that’s in air and other invisible forces, that’s coming into our
bodies with every breath, that movement is always there, and you can walk down the street, you can walk in the bush
and feel connected to a living earth, feel vibrating in your feet, in everything you’re touching.’ Paulus Berensohn, Deep
ecologist and craft artist, Alexandra de Blas interview, Earthbeat ABC Radio National, rpt. 4 Jan 2003,
http://www.abc.net.au/rn/science/earth/default.htm [DL. 3.2.2003]
95
Robin Jarvis, Romantic Writing and Pedestrian Travel, Macmillan, 1997, p33. He discusses Wordsworth and
Coleridge in chapters 4 & 5. He uses the phrase 'the materialities of pedestrianism' to emphasise the causal influences of
walking on thought.
96
As Walter Benjamin wrote, ‘there is no better starting point for thought than laughter; speaking more precisely,
spasms of the diaphragm generally offer better chances for thought than spasms of the soul.’ Walter Benjamin, ‘The
Author as Producer’ in Understanding Brecht, trans. Anna Bostock, London, 1973, p101. Professor Arthur Kramer of
the Beckman Institute in Illinois, scanned the brains of volunteers using a magnetic resonance scanner. He then split
them up and put some on a cardiovascular fitness programme of walking, while the others were sent on non-aerobic
stretching sessions. He found differences: ‘The brain circuits that underlie our ability to think - in this case to attend
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result of fitness.’ In mice, research has suggested that exercise produces increased levels of a molecule called brainderived neurotrophin factor - which not only protects the brain, but can increase "connections" between brain cells.
published in the Proceedings of the National Academy of Sciences, http://news.bbc.co.uk/ [DL 17.2.2004]
97
Leslie Stephen, In Praise of Walking [no citation], quoted in Jarvis, ibid, pix. Jonathan Bate claims ‘Wordsworth and
Coleridge were walking poets every bit as much as they were poets of the imagination.’ Jonathan Bate, Romantic
Ecology: Wordsworth and the Environmental Tradition, Routledge, 1991, p49.
98
Kenneth Johnston claims, ‘With this act of disobedience his career as a Romantic poet may be said to have begun,’
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102
Gary Snyder, from ‘Endless Streams and Mountains’ opening section of Mountains and Rivers Without End,
Counterpoint, 1996, p9.
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Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 2002. He is an education specialist and suggests we attune our senses in the ordinary but
subtle natural events surrounding us, but also take science on board. Allied but very different to Wallace Stevens’:
‘To discover an order as of / a season, to discover summer and know it, / To discover winter and know it well, to find,,
Not to impose, not to have reasoned at all, / Out of nothing to have come on major weather. ‘Notes Toward a Supreme
Fiction’ Stevens never admitted as Rilke did, his ignorance about nature ‘with flowers, with animals, with the simplest
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One piece has the text, TIME=LIFE / LIFE=ART / ART=WALK / WALK=TIME from Hamish Fulton, One
Hundred Walks, Haags Gemeentemuseum, Den Haag, 1991, p9. He documents his walks with sparse text and sparse
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Appendix 26

Poems as prose – the Verse Novel

The subversion of prose poetry derives from being freed of the expectations of fiction, the novel or poetic
form; other discourses can be explored. Mark Roberts, in a review of Ash Range, (considered a verse-novel
by some, though not me) does not raise hypertext possibilities, but praises the poem for having, ‘broken out
of the ghetto to be read by people who would generally would not read poetry.’1 There are plenty of prose
poems being written in Australia, but one has to look. Andrew Taylor's Parabolas was the first prose poem
collection published here.2
In the mid 19th C, poets resisted the rise of the novel (through expanding middle class audience, and
industrialisation of book production), through long-poems, approaching the verse-novel.3 More recently,
Hugh MacDiarmid's A Drunk Man Looks at the Thistle (1926), W. H. Auden's The Orators (1934); David
Jones's The anathemata (1972); and James McAuley's Captain Quiros: a Poem (1964). This motive for verse
novels remains. Dorothy Porter writes verse-novels, partly out of frustration with poetry’s cultural position:
‘The most positive role I can play in the poetry community is just to open things up a bit and to present other
possibilities. That doesn’t mean everyone is going to follow my path or even want to, but just to say there are
other ways of doing this. We don’t have to be trapped in this particular cul-de-sac which I think poetry has
become.’4 She writes librettos, screen plays as well as poems and verse-novels. Porter’s The Monkey’s Mask
a very successful verse novel, but the theatre adaptation had little critical acclaim5, and the film was a
disappointment; the poetry had gone, the suspense had gone, and the sexual tension gone.6
Les Murray has written two verse-novels; The Boys Who Stole the Funeral (1979) describes the theft of a
body from a Sydney mortician for burial in the dead man's native place; Les Murray Fredy Neptune, depicts
the adventures of his protagonist Friedrich Boettcher, alias Fredy Neptune, a sailor’s adventures from the
1910s to 1950s.7 Form varies, from two sonnets one each side of the double page in The Boys, to eight-line
stanzas or cantos in over five books (almost 250 pages) of Fredy Neptune. Murray has said of the form, ‘It
just happened. It seemed a nice size of stanza which was roomy enough to do a million things.’8
Ballads now repeat stories of drover’s horses, and carry poets around the Australian outback, but seem
impossible vehicles of epics of the tribe; one reason for the appearance of the verse-novel appears. Fredy
Neptune.was triggered by Derek Walcott's Omeros. Murray comments, ‘I admired the wealth of beautiful
writing in that long poem, but I remember thinking 'No, you don't just transpose an existing myth into
modern dress', not at this major-poem length anyway. The decent thing for an epic-sized composition is to
invent your own brand-new myth!’ He sees it as a working class epic: ‘This is a working people's epic, what
a working person would do with the epic form, what content they would put in there.’ 9 Andrew Johnson
states that many loathed, ‘Murray’s two verse novels The Boys that Stole the Funeral and Fredy Neptune,
taken by many other readers as prime instances of Murray’s tendency to be waylaid by cultural and political,
though poetically unproductive questions.’10 Some poets actively resist narrative. Bernstein points out that
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Silliman's poems consciously work against ‘the deep slumber of chronology, causality, and false unity
(totalisation)’.11
Verse novels either tend miss the pace and suspense, or complexity and richness of a novel, or contain no
‘poetry’. John Forbes suggests that for verse novels, ‘success comes from the fact that neither term collapses
into the other’ (writing of Alan Wearne, Nightmarkets12). He goes on to say, ‘the surface tension of its
language always provoking the sort of attention a lyric needs. It can’t be read like a novel.’13 Yet this is how
Vikram Seth’s The Golden Gate, written in rhymed sonnets about San Francisco yuppies, came to be a bestseller.14 It was sold as fiction. Seth, an Anglo-Indian novelist, had studied informally with Timothy Steele, a
leading member of a group known as the ‘New Formalists’
‘There lived a man whose name was John...’ When an old friend asks if there are any men he fancies in the
office:
‘oh come on Janet
I don’t go for that
so can it.’

I found no poetry in the ‘novel’, and some awful rhymes, unsurprising given the Germanic roots of the
English language. David Morley warns that Seth is a poet ‘lost’ in prose.15
Verse novels generally rely on narrative drive and characterisation, but Nazim Hikmet’s Human Landscapes
from My Country, uses filmic techniques like ‘flashbacks, zooms, dissolves, and jump cuts.’ 16
Others use multiple narrators, for example Steven Herrick has written numerous verse-novels for children
and young-adults, which sell very well.17 Dorothy Porter sums up the difference: ‘I think the whole role of
research in writing verse novels seems to be inimical, particularly to the spirit of lyric poetry which has
meant to come from a fount of inspiration and so forth. So yes, that might be some of the difference between
my lyrical poetry and my verse novels, is that there’s much more kind of intellectual intention when I’m
writing a verse novel.’18
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Appendix 27

Documentary Poems

Charles Reznikoff's documentary poem, Testimony: The United States, consists of small poems (absolutely
sparse compared to voluble MacDiarmid), faithful to texts of law reports published between 1885 and 1915.
Here is one complete section:
‘The storm came up suddenly
and lightning
struck a telegraph pole, splitting it
and sending electricity along the wires.
A quarter of a mile away
a doctor was sitting in his house
quietly reading a book under his telephone –
and was found in his chair
dead, his hair on fire
and red lines across his neck, chest and side.’19

He was interviewed about this work.
‘In Testimony, you never include the outcome of the [law] case.
Reznikoff: Well, I wasn't interested in that, I was interested in facts. I wasn't interested in what the jury
held….
In Testimony, how do you arrive at the final poem? Do you edit and change the language of the original
source?’
Reznikoff: Well, I take the original source and edit it and edit it. In many cases I keep the language. I
sometimes change it, but rarely. I do change the language if it doesn't coincide with something that I think is
simple and direct. But as a rule, I just edit, that is, I throw out everything.’20

Reznikoff edits tightly from the legal texts and arranges the words that he keeps, and creates specific
rhythms through linebreaks. His editing achieves emotional punch despite, or because of, using legal
language. There are 400 pages of poems, from 8 to 80 lines long. Each is boiled down from a court case,
sometimes slight or horrific, murder, industrial accidents or minor infringements. Allen Ginsberg comments,
[E]veryone is yakking about how they want to show emotions in their poetry. The way [Reznikoff's] done it
is by simply being totally accurate to what stimulated the emotion in him, by observing so clearly or by
being so present or by not trying to generalize it... By trying to recall or reconstitute the sensation by
gathering the data that caused the sensation-the objective external data-he's been able to reconstitute the
sensation in us.’21
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He worked for a publisher of law books: ‘It seemed to me that out of such material the century and a half
during which the US has been a nation could be written up, not from the standpoint of an individual, as in
diaries, nor merely from the angle of the unusual, as in newspapers, but from every standpoint - as many
standpoints as were provided by the witnesses themselves.’22 Reznikoffs comments on the 1934 edition of
Testimony:

‘A few years ago... I was working for a publisher of law books, reading cases from every state and every
year (since this country became a nation). Once in a while I could see in the facts of a case details of the
time and place, and it seemed to me that out of such material the century and a half during which the
U.S. has been a nation could be written up, not from the standpoint of an individual, as in diaries, nor
merely from the angle of the unusual, as in newspapers, but from every standpoint--as many standpoints
as were provided by the witnesses themselves.’23

Linda Wagner writes, ‘We read Testimony because we are caught in its plots and characters, because we are
moved by each accounting, because Reznikoff doesn't let us forget the implication he so carefully never
states.’24 He has commented, ‘Certainly the frustration of people and children dealing with machines and the
anger in an industrialized country such as the United States is intense. Such crimes happen time and again
but generally nothing happens: life must go on. I mean used to go on years and years ago. In the old days, for
example, craftsmen who were making chairs made the whole chair. The tendency had been, of, even a
century ago, to make them specialized because they could work faster. It's much less interesting to the wood
worker, in a sense, his life is to that extent wasted. But I wasn't trying to do anything philosophical, I just
went by what moved me.’25
It is a brave project in different senses. David Ignatow writes of Reznikoff, ‘Could a man do less that to write
of his grief at the loss of opportunity this country had once to raise itself to the heights dreamed of by its
founders? Charles was not about to shirk that duty to the truth, which in his sardonic way he could only hope
that someday would act as a therapeutic with which to cleanse this country of its shame.’26 Paul Auster
writes, ‘It would be difficult for a poet to make himself more invisible than Reznikoff does in this book. To
find a comparable approach to the real, one would have to go back to the great prose writers of the turn of the
century. As in Chekov or in early Joyce, the desire is to allow events to speak for themselves, to choose the
exact detail that will say everything and thereby allow as much as possible to remain unsaid.’27 Or, as
Michael Heller notes, ‘We often find in Reznikoff the sense of the poet having just withdrawn from the scene
of the poem, of the people recorded themselves already in some state of taking leave.’28
Linda Simon, ‘He looked particularly for cases involving "injury (death, assault, theft) due to primitive
violence; injury due to negligence, particularly those caused by machinery... , and unusual characters or
places-unusual and yet characteristic of the time." These, he thought, would illuminate the transition in
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America from an agricultural to an industrial society and, presumably, the impact of that transition on
particular individuals.’29 Reznikoff says, ‘I didn't invent the world, but I felt it.’30
Davidson points out that R ‘recognizes that witness itself is bounded within a material form (a court
transcript in a case report) and an ideological state apparatus (a legal system that interprets the meaning of
such witness). Thus, the use of legal language retains a degree of objectivity while calling attention to the
ideological field such objectivity serves.’31 Kenneth Burke introduces the 1934 edition, with compass
directions, because the reports he used were separated into regions. Then by categories, children, machine
age, Negroes. Its formal structure is determined by arrangement of cases in the law books. He combines
witness first person, 3rd person reports into one omniscient point of view. He eliminates verbiage. Uses stark
stressed language. He challenges the ‘aura’ of originality of art. redirecting attention to surface features of
legal language. Burke observes that such spareness offers a salutary alternative to the world-historical
syntheses of someone such as Spengler. "[Reznikoff's] bare presentation of the records places us before
people who appear in the meager simplicity of their complaints.’32
Michael Davidson writes: ‘The example of Testimony suggests, on the contrary, that the poet serves not as
witness but as editor - a witness of witnesses - hose arrangement of legal documents supplies a social
narrative for acts of private observation. Testimony provides an extreme example of negative capability
Reznikoff stated as much in his interview with L. S. Dembo: “Something happens and it expresses
something that you feel, not necessarily because of those facts, but because of entirely different facts that
give you the same kind of feeling”.’33
Muriel Rukeyser (The Book of the Dead, 1938), another left-wing writer, documented culture She was a
photographer and worked in film, the poet like the editor deals in rhythms of length and relationship. She
included stock reports, letters, newspaper articles and interviews. She looks at a mining disaster in terms of
lived experience of citizens, but adds mythic side alluding to Egyptian Book of the Dead. She, along with
Louis Zukofsky, Gertrude Stein, George Oppen, Charles Olson, Charles Reznikoff, and Muriel Rukeyser and
others, were known as ’Objectivists’ - Objectivism refers, in addition to a literary movement codified by
Louis Zukofsky in the 1930s, to ‘the idea of the poem as an entity, produced within other forms of
materiality and performative with respect to language.’34
Reznikoff resumed writing Testimony in the 1960s. But is it poetry? Reznikoff called this verse form
‘Recitative’. Janet Sutherland argues, ‘Reznikoff's ‘Recitative’ form is clearly based on English as a spoken
language, as a witness might speak in a court of law, rather than on more lyrical qualities. It is a verse form,
however, using speech rhythms rather than a regular metrical arrangement. The shortened sentences taken
from the source are broken in one or more places at natural pauses in speech rhythm. It is these breaks which
transform the work from a ‘found’ text into poetry.’35
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Jed Rasula quotes from Charles Reznikoff, Bob Perelman, and David Antin (his ‘skypoem’) to suggest that
the documentary is just this political, subverting ‘the rhetoric of expert testimony,’ and ‘a refusal of
monumentality.’ He cites these poets as examples of how ‘the most vital American poetry has operated on
those margins that it has conscientiously allied itself with, rather than haphazardly submitted itself to.’36
A series of hybrid works begin to appear in the late 1920s, partly die to the social crisis brought on by the
Great Drepresion. These works would include John Dos Passos's U.S.A. trilogy, James Agee and Walker
Evans's Let Us Now Praise Famous Men, Zora Neale Hurston's Mules and Men, Margaret Bourke White and
Erskine Caldwell's You Have Seen Their Faces, Hart Crane's The Bridge, Ezra Pound's Adams and Dynastic
Cantos, William Carlos Williams's Paterson, Marianne Moore's pastiche poems, Charles Reznikoffs
Testimony, Langston Hughes's Montage of a Dream Deferred, and Rukeyser's ‘Book of the Dead.’
Such works complicate our sense of high modernist formalism by relying on genres of folklore,
documentary, oral history, reportage, legal testimony, and advertising. What distinguishes these works from
Dadaist or Surrealist collage is:
•

their documentary character, their reliance on a public record and the institutions that support and uphold
that record; and

•

their foregrounding the materiality of the document (this differentiates ‘these works from more
recognizable narrative poems of the same period--the work of Frost, Sandberg, Rexroth, Auden, or
Jeffers - in which storytelling reaffirms the authority of a reflective consciousness at odds with modern
materialism.’

Reznikoff explained in 1969, ‘What I wanted to do was to create by selection, arrangement, and the rhythm
of the words used as a mood or feeling. I could have picked any period because the same thing is happening
today that was happening in 1885.’37 Michael Lesy’s Wisconsin Death Trip, examines newspapers from 1885
to 1899, during a Depression in Jackson County (west Wisconsin).38 Unlike Reznik, Lesy includes names,
locations, times and dates, and importantly photographs, so is much more documentary and is not styled as
poetry. But the effects are similar, parts of Wisconsin Death Trip are poetry, part a collagist enterprise like
the one Walter Benjamin had in mind. Hannah Arendt explains Benjamin’s Arcades project: ‘The main work
consisted in tearing fragments out of their context and arranging them afresh in such a way that they
illustrated one another and were able to prove their raison d’etre in a free floating state as it were. It
definitely was a sort of surrealist montage.’39
Lesy points out that, ‘Neither the pictures nor the events were, when they were made or experienced,
considered to be unique, extraordinary, or sensational... these writings transformed what were private acts
into public events. In a time that was disjointed by a depression as epidemically fatal and grotesque as the
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most contagious disease, these articles created temporary but intimate bonds between creatures who had been
separated and divided by a selfish culture of secular Calvinism.’
This book quote ‘a flexible mirror’
‘More poetry is said to come from Wisconsin than from any other state in the Union.
[4/10, State]’
Mrs. Friedel had a picture taken of her
little baby in its coffin. Then when a fellow came up the road who did enlargements, she had just the baby's face blown
up to a two foot picture. But, since the
baby's eyes were closed, she had an artist paint them open so she could hang it in
the parlor.’
[Town Gossip]

‘A woman who gave her name as Wilson died at Chippewa Falls from a criminal
operation performed upon herself. her parents live at Eau Claire , , her brother took
charge of her remains. The woman was young and pretty and visited every physician in
Chippewa Falls to accomplish her object, but without success.’ [4/6, State]
‘Mamie Weeks, a 15 year old girl at Beaver, has made complaint against her father
Jacob Weeks of being the father of her unborn child. Weeks has disappeared.’ [6/9,
State]
‘A wild man was captured in the woods 50 miles north of Chippewa and placed in the
county jail there. he is 60 years of age and has lost nearly all resemblance to a human
being. His hair and beard are all two feet long . . he has lost all knowledge of speech.
This strange creature has been seen many times for the past ten years by land hunters and
is a hermit.’ [7/13, State]
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Appendix 28 The Encyclopaedic Dream
A legacy of the English civil war was a sense that knowledge was democratic, not belonging to the expert,
whether priest or scholar. John Drurie, keeper of the Royal Library, suggested a library is an archive, its
purpose being, ‘to keep the public stock of learning, to increase it, to propose it to others in the way which
may be helpful to most.’40 Prior to Descartes, ‘knowledge’ was a conspiracy of Scripture, heresy, tradition,
experience and speculation. Scholasticism ruled - a metaphysics of Biblical deductions made by the church
philosopher Thomas Aquinas (perched on Aristotle’s shoulder).41 The Occasional Meditationalists wanted
everyone to observe, learn and think for himself (or herself). (Appendix 18)
Robert Hooke, assistant to Robert Boyle, took the notion of the Book of Nature further, as a database, but
one with expressive language. Hooke planned to order the Royal Society’s collection, so that an Inquirer
may, ‘peruse, and turn over, and spell, and read the Book of Nature, and observe the Orthography,
Etymologia, Syntaxis and Prosodia of Nature’s Grammar, and by which, as with a Dictionary, he might
readily turn to and find the true Figure, Composition, Derivation and Use of Characters, Words, Phrases and
Sentences of Nature written with indelible, and most exact, and most expressive Letters...’42
The encyclopaedic dream was born of the Enlightenment rather than the Greek Paradoxa tradition.43 John
Harris (1660-1719) and Ephraim Chambers (1680-1740) were influenced by ‘the new logic’ of scientific and
technological discourse but reflect separate strands of dictionary/ encyclopaedia development – the former
stressing the etymological features of a term's meaning44; Chambers emphasising the codification of
knowledge. However, Harris inspired Chambers who inspired the French encyclopaedists, Diderot and
D'Alembert. Ephraim Chambers's Cyclopaedia (2 Vols.1728) was a response that summarised and organised
knowledge through use of an alphabetical dictionary with categories (or Heads).45 The earliest forms of
encyclopaedia contained important knowledge one was expected to know.
Michel Serres views the Encyclopédie project (and its ambition to encompass of human knowledge) as a
manifestation of universal rationality.46 This is the hinge when classicism began and the Enlightenment
project ran out of steam. The encyclopaedia may never be printed again now the internet is the information
provider; their function is as summaries, as stand-alone articles become obsolete.47 Umberto Eco contrasts
the dictionary - a hierarchical 'Porphyrian tree', which corresponds to a view of language as the static and
closed system of conventional linguistics, with the encyclopaedia. d'Alembert first questioned the
encyclopaedic metaphor of the tree while developing the figures of ‘the map’ and ‘the labyrinth,’ figures
suggesting the actual shape-untidy, convoluted, open-ended-of human knowing.48
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Such fluid form reflects the formal medieval practice of: ‘Digression [which] can be regarded as an
expression of the same impulse we see at work in much medieval architecture and decoration. We may call it
the love of the labyrinthine... Everything leads to everything else, but by very intricate paths.’49 Hilary Clark
has also noted that the encyclopaedia is, 'a special type of discourse... representing its own discursive process
in tropes such as the mirror, the tree, the labyrinth, the circle, and the network.’50 Keep in mind that the Net
(World Wide Web, WWW) began as a military information network.51
The encyclopaedic impetus can be seen in the Italian Futurist Filippo Marinetti’s ‘Variety Theatre’ (1913)multi-media performance art52 and proposed use of radio technology and his notion of La Radia, where each
image jumps into the next one. 53 This is a digital imagination rather than a print-based literary one. His
chattering onomatopoeic sound poetry of Parole in Libertia was first developed as report on the battle of
Adrianapolis in the Balkan War. The work ‘Bombardment’ became an important influence on dada and
surrealism. Richard Lanham argues that ‘postmodern visual art’ starts with Marinetti and runs from
Duchamp to collagist Richard Hamilton, creating a dynamic and interactive aesthetic that digital media
fulfil.54 His foresight was that the new, ‘means of communication, transportation and information have a
decisive influence on their psyches.’55 Marinetti influenced Wyndham Lewis, who influenced Pound who, in
turn, influenced Marshall McLuhan, Walter Ong, and others.
Encyclopaedic projects include Aby Warburg’s more formal Mnemosyne,56 (when Cassirer visited the library
in the 1920s, he called it a ‘labyrinth’, and vowed either to escape it or remain its ‘prisoner’ for years); and
Benjamin’s unfinished Passagen-Werk (Arcades); his ‘Copernican revolution’.57 These all link to the
Lucretian tradition of writing information into a poem, part of the tradition of poetry Horace demanded - to
delight and educate).58 Hypertext and the resources of the World Wide Web would have been a dream
technology for these projects, offering a possible return to the pre-Socratic notion that poetry, hymns,
cosmology and philosophy were inseparable, widening the notion of the poem to include extra poetic
materials - as Pound and MacDiarmid, among others, pioneered. Wittgenstein wrote, ‘Do not forget that a
poem, although it is composed in the language of information, is not used in the language-game of giving
information.59 But this (undated) position is based on positivist notions of language reference and truth.60
Even Homer provides useful information.61
There’s a warning from ‘a sexless old man’, partly paralysed by a stroke:
‘It is difficult
to get the news from poems
yet men die miserably every day
for lack
of what is found there.’
W.C. Williams62
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(It was Pound who coined the phrase, ‘Literature is news that STAYS news.’63) Northrop Frye perceives
tension in the encyclopaedic impulse, between a unified summing up the knowledge of a culture, with an
equal but opposite impulse toward discontinuous and fragmented (‘episodic’) forms (from the Homeric epics
and sacred scriptures to the Waste Land, the Cantos and Finnegans Wake).64 In 1913, Ernest Fenollosa's
widow sent his unpublished papers to Pound, who, under the influence of plastic arts and cubism, had
already begun thinking that poems could be constructed, collage-like, from textual fragments - in what he
called the ideogrammic method.65 (Chapter 4.3)
Umberto Eco views the encyclopaedia as a model of the openness of language; and Barthes developed the
idea of encyclopaedic desire: a push to collect and organise all known knowledge since the Renaissance.66
Ronald Sukenick warns that, ‘You begin with the impression that if you have enough facts you can explain
everything but in fact each fact you uncover requires another fact in explanation... the more you know the
less you know.’67 So is poetry possible in our speeded up, dynamic and interactive digital world?
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Appendix 29

David Antin - Discursive poet

‘as a poet I was getting extremely tired
going into a closet so to speak

what I considered an unnatural language act

sitting in front of a typewriter.’
David Antin 68

Antin presents speech as the heart of poetry. He does not use the tape as inscription device to ‘capture the
poem’, as poets did in the early sixties, nor is he a technological determinist. The text is not a replica of the
talk. Antin edits and modifies the writing so that it becomes a representation of the talk not a mimetic copy.
Such modification is inevitable because speech and writing have such different formal properties with
extensive lexical and structural differences.69 Antin has stopped using the line as a formal device and inverts
the traditional phonocentric relation between text and voice by speaking first then writing. His improvisatory
skills allow for discursive modes relying on a personal voice rather than a script. This approach allows for
rapprochement between the philosophic and poetic. Hypertext has the potential for a similar rapprochement.
Antin’s writing style suggests he views transcription as a necessary evil. He uses lower case and lines that
casually stretch across the page with spacing for breath replacing punctuation. He avoids the structures of
both writing and poetry but not, finally, sitting in front of the typewriter.
‘So what happens is that I am typing, I am writing something with my own habits of verbal
composition and in my head the image of what I have done, and I am recreating its image, I am
not transcribing line for line.’
David Antin70

David Antin sees his own work as much more radical than the Language poets who ‘generally hold this
traditional, non-discursive view of poetry.’71 An early example of a discursive poem would be Whitman’s
Song of Myself (1855) its1,346 lines are loose in form and rich in styles, from the poetic to unpoetic, without
a linear argument or narrative. Yet there are modernist collagist connections also at work in his talk-poems,
often between found materials - though collage is seen as a material form, not usually associated with an oral
poetics. So his talk-poems are not ‘conversation poems’.72
Most poetry is marked by sound patterns different from conversational speech; the sound is exaggerated,
formed in patterns, of rhyme, alliteration, rhythm etc. Yet the most common line in English poetry, the
iambic, is the natural rhythm of English speech. Antin calls talk ‘natural’ and his talk-poems are examples of
Wordsworth’s hope (1800 Preface to the Lyrical Ballads) that the language of poetry is, ‘as far as possible, a
selection of the language really spoken by men.’ Antin’s reason for using ‘talk’ (to facilitate the
communication of ideas) differs from Wordsworth’s claim that common speech is best and most real.73
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Victor Shklovsky claimed that we must distinguish, ‘between the laws of practical language and the laws of
poetic language.’ And, ‘a new and properly poetic language has emerged. In the light of these developments
we can define poetry as attenuated, tortuous speech. Poetic speech is formed speech.’ 74 This formalist
approach leads to claims that poetry is an autonomous construct, a self-sufficient entity fabricated through
conscious craftsmanship. Works of art are envisioned as, ‘works created by special techniques designed to
make the works as obviously artistic as possible.’75 Hans-Georg Gadamer claimed that the language of
poetry is different and unique in being able to remain separate from author and audience. What is true of
common language is true of the language of poetry. In speaking with one another, language binds one human
to another in a way that we are not simply exchanging information but placing ‘our own aspirations and
knowledge into a broader and richer horizon through dialogue with the other.’76 From the perspective of
Garfinkel, J.P. Ward also views poetry as autonomous as apart from worldly discourse: ‘The mode of poetry,
in general, is self-referring; a poem is not a piece of discourse or one piece of an interaction, it is itself sealed
and encased as separate from any such interaction.’77 Antin’s poetry counters such formalist conceptions.
David Antin explains the genesis of his performative ‘talk-poems’ in 1971; when reading his ‘process
poems’ to an audience, he felt he was just reciting – not being a poet and not making poems.78
‘talking for me is the closest I can come as a poet

to thinking and I had wanted for

a long time a kind of poetry of thinking not a poetry of thought but a poetry of thinking
since getting so close to the process of thinking was what I
thought the poem was’
David Antin79

Antin is a poet who thinks through his poem (as W.C. Williams demanded), and language works through
speech-acts, not words, or syntax, but through the practice of thinking. Antin used Wittgenstein’s
Philosophical Investigations as found material for Part III of his poem ‘Black Plague’; he would share
Wittgenstein’s view: ‘I should not like my writing to spare other people the trouble of thinking.’80 Antin is
using his natural expertise in language, poetry and art; though Michael Davidson notes how Antin posits
himself as the, ‘amateur, the autodidact, untutored citizen who... is simply trying to find answers to
fundamental problems.’81 Antin covers both positions because, in language, we are all experts, all creative;
we all make original sentences, new expressions and metaphors with ease. Antin has stated, ‘I am not pious
about the idea of the ‘oral’ and my written pieces draw on all the aspects of ‘literal’ culture I find useful for
my purposes. In a way, I suppose my works - the ‘talk performances’ and the written ‘talks’ - run a kind of
dialogue with each other.’82
David Antin emphasises the ‘goodness of fit’ of discursive materials to their parts and the situations. This
echoes speech-act terminology, 19th C lectures (Thoreau & Emerson), and the Jewish tradition of
storytelling, which has now opened up in fields like history and anthropology and even philosophy. His
poems are improvised,83 but prepared:
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‘as a perfomer im an improviser

so I don’t know exactly what im going to say when I begin

thought about talking of particular things

though ive

and when ive finished talking i may still be interested in

something ive said and I may want to think about it again’
David Antin 84

The early practice of poet was that of performer, court entertainer and archivist’ these roles were well aware
of aesthetic considerations. Performance theorists illuminate poetry’s intrinsic performativity using Victor
Turner’s emphasis on the ‘process and processural qualities’ of performance,85 and Richard Bauman’s
observation that performance is always ‘emergent.’86 Turner terms humans, ‘performing animals, Homo
performans’, because, due to self reflexivity, in performance one reveals oneself to oneself.87 Many of
Antin’s talk-poems address themselves self-reflexively, and many offer prefaces that frame the
circumstances of the talk; at various scales from what happened in the car on the way to the performance to
his poetics.
‘i had suggested that I had always mixed feelings about being considered a poet

if robert lowell is a

poet I dont want to be a poet if robert frost was a poet I dont want to be a poet

if socrates was a

poet Ill consider it’
David Antin88

His talk-poems fit with Henry Sayre’s observation that: ‘oral poetry is rejecting not so much the text itself as
the logocentric and quasi-metaphysical attitude toward the text which invests with priority and ultimate
authority.’ 89 Elsewhere he terms Antin’s work ‘counterpoetics.’90 Antin reveals the performative, and
typically improvisational and theatrical nature, of the speech-act itself.91
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Appendix 30

Hypertext and Visual Reading –
Philip Salom’s Rome Air Naked

‘Paper's importance to the air-traffic controllers illustrates some of the reasons why it survives. It can be
annotated more easily than text on a screen can; those marks can be seen more easily by several people
than can digits on a screen; and it can be moved around, thus conveying more information.’
(No author cited)92

Bolter notes the precision of machine began to replace organic beauty of hand-written page, but: ‘In some
ways the earlier hand-written page offered more freedom of design than the printed page.’93 Meanwhile poets
were continuing to distribute their manuscripts among a small circle of friends and literati, sometimes
anonymously. It was partly for political reasons, and partly because print was seen as rather common.
Donne, for example, only published two poems in his lifetime, the Anniversaries on the death of Elizabeth
Drury (1611-1612), and then had to defend their publication.94
Oral language has immense iconic, and affective power, but the visual is vital to printed poems. Billy Collins
writes of the pleasure of seeing a poem on the page.95 Wordsworth and Coleridge gave precise printing
instructions to their publisher Cottle, concerning the typographic appearance of Lyrical Ballads.96 A visual
print tradition is evident in experimental books (e.g. Fluxus, Johanna Drucker, and Arno Schmidt), in which
the poet-typographer lets the material of reading - the printed letter on a page - serve the purpose of a text's
design.
Since Plato called vision ‘the noblest of the senses’, the eye has been subject to vast R&D on
telesthesia and has come to be seen as another instrument.97 Formal interest is not surprising, given the
visual orientation of modern cultures.98 But this orientation does have implications for the
diminishment of literacy, as Ellen Esrock demonstrates; the affective and visual act of reading has
been ignored.99 Flaneurism was visual and prior to Freud’s notion of scopophilia. Marshall McLuhan,
Guy Debord, and Neil Postman have all emphasised the visual orientation of our culture.100 Jacques
Ellul notes that images are, ‘accepted as reality and identified with it.’ - ‘[W]e think we are reflecting
on facts, but they are only representations.’101
Foucault uses the figure of Panopticon prisons to illuminate the surveillance nature of contemporary society,
in which ‘discipline’ (both social and institutional) is meted out through the agency of vision. Others use the
camera as a liberating technology; Dziga Vertov talked of the 'candid camera', ‘I am eye. I am a mechanical
eye. I, a machine, am showing you a world of which only I can see... My road is towards the creation of a
fresh perception of the world.102
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Box A30

The End of the Line

Hypertext abandons poetry’s central support, the line, which has been seen as a contrivance and barrier to
poetry. Perloff suggests that the visual layout of the page has become the poetic unit.103 However, hypertext
writers have developed new structures and techniques – ‘chunking’ texts into lexia.104
Pierre Joris opens form further out: ‘But with growing familiarity, and in the spirit of situationist
‘détournement,’ it is becoming ever more possible to see the electronic space opened up by the computer not
as the page of a bound or even loose-leaf notebook, but as the ‘open field’ Olson suggested in his poetics. A
truly open field, visualizable as a rhizomatic space with lines of flight shooting off in all directions, with no
up/down, front/back or left/right spatial hierachization, able to incorporate quasi-instant links to any other text
or objects in cyberspace (why quote or collage a line from the Cantos when you can link to that line & the
entire Cantos with one hyperlink?), but also able to incorporate - or simply consist of - simultaneous image
and sound nodes or virtual objects in three dimension, as well as incorporating randomizing programs able to
generate texts according to specific algorithms, & or translate given texts into sound and image structures (I'm
thinking here of a combination of techniques as worked out by John Cage and by John Cayley) in what one
could call a ‘grand cyber-collage.’ At the same time the reader, excluded from the traditional book, can now
not only read a fixed text, but alter it by adding her own lines & links - bringing to mind again that nearutopian if solidly democratic vision of a ‘poetry made by all,’ to return to a desire expressed by the man who
gave us the sewing machine cum umbrella on the operating table.’105
Jack Kerouac wrote, ‘What I'm beginning to discover now is something beyond the novel and beyond the
arbitrary confines of the story... into realms of revealed Picture... wild form, man, wild form. Wild form's the
only form holds what I have to say--my mind is exploding to say something about every image and every
memory.... I have an irrational lust to set down everything I know.’106
Ron Silliman, influenced by Kerouac’s notion, talks of ‘Wild Form’, but warns, ‘The term form is often
misused. What people often mean by it is not form as such - structure that proves generative and inherent - but
pattern, exoskeletal reiteration.’107
There are opportunities for poetry addressing naturalistic epics, using a notion of Wild Form closer to
Kerouac, and his friend Snyder’s notion, than Silliman’s. Snyder talks of a ‘wild mind’: ‘It (wild) means selforganizing. It means elegantly self-disciplined, self-regulating, self-maintained. That's what wilderness is.
Nobody has to do the management plan for it. So I say to people, "let's trust in the self-disciplined elegance of
wild mind".’108

The visual in poetry is found as far back as the wing-shaped pattern poem of Simias of Rhodes's (revived
16thC).109 Willard Bohn offers a simple definition of visual poetry: ‘poetry that is meant to be seen - poetry
that presupposes a viewer as well as a reader.’110 Concrete poetry has more stress on the visuality of actual
words than Dada or Futurism. In 1952, three poets in São Paulo, Haroldo de Campos, Augusto de Campos
and Decio Pignatari, formed a group ‘Noigandres’ (after Ezra Pound's Cantos). Augusto de Campos wrote
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the first systematic set of poems under this flag; Poetamenos (‘Poetminus’), inspired by Webern’s ‘ToneColour Melodies’, and the ideogrammic technique of Pound's Cantos. The poems are intended for both eye
and ear.111 By the mid-1960s, Brazilian concrete poetry had become graphically orientated in poema
processo, codes, animations, and collage.112 Haroldo de Campos’ Galáxias, Augusto de Campos' collages,
and Pedro Xisto's logograms all emphasised a visual basis for poetry - a ‘materiality of visuality and
intermedia’.113 The Lettrist poets used graphic symbols, calligraphy, or hieroglyphs borrowed from Egyptian
or Native-American traditions, with a minimalist emphasis on signs. They wanted, ‘artists and writers to pay
more attention to the signifying act.’114
Various poets adopted the ideogram's complexity (multiple meanings) and primitive simplicity (universal
visual language) - though ideograms were misunderstood, they are highly phonetic), Guillaume Apollinaire’s
‘Lettre Océan’ (Ocean-Letter, 1914), a collage of found sounds and texts designed like a postcard, was one
of the earliest poems to be inspired by ideograms. The Italian Futurist Gino Severini's ‘Danzatrice-Mare’
(Dancer-Sea) is a collage of abstract, cut-up texts (hence parole in libertà (liberated words)). The Futurists
were also the first to move away from the simple ideogram to a type of visual poem that Marinetti called
analogia disegnata (visual analogy) non-mimetic, privileging ‘the abstract over the concrete, and the
conceptual over the representational.’115 (See Box 16b)
Collage is a powerful and liberating technique of incorporating materials and making something new, as
playful bricoleurs took Associationism further.116 Donald Kuspit comments, ‘The incongruous effect of the
collage is based directly on its incompleteness, on the sense of perpetually becoming that animates it. It is
always coming into being.’117 Collage is seen as a modernist phenomenon (Jerome Rothenberg claims
collage to be the dominant art form of the twentieth century), but it could also be called the technological
form. Collage emphasises materiality.118 Friedrich Kittler contrasts artistic practices a century apart, before
and after technology, through montage.119 McLuhan noted that advertising also used these techniques:
‘Juxtaposition of items permits the advertiser to ‘say, by methods which Time has used to great effect, what
could never pass the censor of consciousness.’120
‘This work [the Arcades] has to develop to the highest degree the art of citing without quotation marks.
Its theory is intimately related to that of montage.’
Walter Benjamin121

The New Critics denigrated Modernist experimentation. Pierre Joris notes, ‘irony & ambiguity were central
to the poem - a poem removed not only from its author (intentional fallacy) but also from the world of matter
around it - & thus from the heterogenous materiality needed to make or see the work as collage. This seems
to be changing - with a vengeance.’ He does note though that, ‘Most contemporary discussions of art or
literature will avoid the notion of collage, except as that historical occasion mentioned above. I remember the
surprise, by a poet as well-read and sophisticated as Clayton Eshleman, at discovering how much of Olson's
Maximus was found and collaged material - with Clayton wondering what this meant in terms of Olson's
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"originality" qua poet.’122 Laurie Duggan notes that The Ash Range (Chapter 15.1) consisted of 90%
quotation, and that, ‘A piece in the Penguin Book of Modern Australian Poetry, ‘The ninety-mile . . .’, is
entirely composed of the words of a mid-nineteenth century author, abridged and broken into lines by me,
but in this anthology only my name appears on it, a fact that worries me a little.’123 Concentration on the
materiality of the language of poetry is an attempt to shape poems as material objects themselves, but
language does not have the same dependency on materiality, or opportunities. Clement Greenberg argued,
‘Picasso, Braque, Mondrian, Miro, Kandinsky, Brancusi, even Klee, Matisse and Cezanne derive their chief
inspiration form the medium they work in.’124
Philip Salom was influence by hypertext in writing his collection, The Rome Air Naked.125 He introduced his
project: ‘Rather than pursue the lyric poem, with its rather conservative assumptions of language and lyrical
self, I experimented with writing in different genres, registers, and phrasemaking in one 'poem'... The
resulting poems refuse 'single' readings, are non-linear and, at times, also demonstrate a refusal to be overdefined by previous 'style' or voice.’126 Over ¼ of the texts are in some way graphically inscribed with
multiple texts. The author provided notes (pxi-xii) – about his elliptical style in one section ‘Concurrent
Poems’ (p39f). ‘Poems of Dissociation (from letters to Meredith)’ (p67f) ‘stimulate visual responses to the
“poem”.’ He suggests his use of form ‘deliberately suspends, delays or defers meaning.’ It does, the question
is why? It is not a LIP poetry, attending to the material of syntax.
Angela Rockel suggested that, as a result of his graphic style: ‘It is a decision of the reader... that determines
not just the tone but the form of what is heard in the instant of engagement... like a map of associations that
accompany every thought.’127 This is true but it no argument for a need for such graphic forms (any poem
does the same – think of The Cantos). Ian Templeton points out that ‘This magic [‘the ripples of association’,
‘power of language’] occurs even in a conventional lay out of text.’128 Ian Templeton is interested in
multimedia but found ‘this experimental layout on the conventional printed page unsatisfactory... I found the
maze of boxed texts or poems gloved in unrelated prose distracting.’ His favourite graphically treated poem
was ‘Iron Comparisons’, because ‘mood and meaning are strengthened by the structure of the poem on the
page.’129 Martin Langford was not as impressed by the graphic experiments, noting ‘The Stone Operas’
worked because, ‘the subject matter is particularly appropriate to such a form, it being about the multiplicity
of our lusts.’130
Hypertext is a concept that does not hold here, Salom’s work is much closer to the Modernist collagist
program, even if hypertext inspired the experiment. This is despite Salom writing, ‘[It] became clear that the
constant visualisation of text on the page could translate into installation and computer works which structure
an aural and a temporal dimension to complement the visual and thereby create a new form - a translation and permit the reader/viewer a different kind of engagement and interactivity.’131 The graphic reminded me
of magazine layouts. Interestingly, Stephen Monte argues that journalism also influenced Baudelaire's prose
poetry. While Baudelaire attacked prosaic news articles (like Mallarmé was to do), he published his prose
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poetry in newspaper columns, and many of his poèmes en prose resemble the journalistic anecdotes closed
by a moral statement so popular in his day.132
What of the aesthetic object, the poem as communal event, a bard reading an epic, or alone with a book,
turning the pages in one’s own time? The quality of attention differs, in both scenarios and does again with
Hypertext. The speed of modern life diminishes opportunities for affect and reflection, which at the
beginnings of Modernism, worried some (Warburg), and stimulated others (Futurists).133 This is the flâneur’s
suit, linked with the postmodern fascination with surface and antagonism to notions of depth and
transcendence (Platonic, Scholastic, Romantic, Symbolic). John Lowney notes how, ‘O'Hara's poetry levels
the 'significant' with the mundane, (and thereby) rejects traditional modes of poetic transcendence.’134
‘The law of the good neighbour... the book of which one knew was in most cases not the book one
wanted. The unknown neighbour on the shelf contained the vital information.’
Aby Warburg135

‘[T]he infinite circulation of general equivalence, relates each phrase, each word, each truncated piece of
writing [Glas]... to every other, within each column and from column to column; what has remained [is]
infinitely calculable.’
Jacques Derrida136

Steve McCaffery and Jed Rasula compare the methods of Tom Phillips137 and Ronald Johnson’138 – as
sculptural procedures cutting back material to find the poem.139 Recent techniques for generating poetry use
neither drugs, nor association, but chance or technology, termed procedural or generative form.140
Techniques to generate poems are often employed to sidestep the literary canons of art and predictability.
The nature of collage and montage becomes ever more flexible and fluid. Modern communication
technologies have sped up our aesthetic. David Harvey writes, ‘The relatively stable aesthetic of Fordist
modernism has given way to all the ferment, instability, and fleeting qualities of a postmodernist aesthetic
that celebrates difference, ephemerality, spectacle, fashion, and the commodifications of cultural forms.’141
Some welcome this future, with different agendas: Nicholas Negroponte’s cyber optimism142 and Robert
Logan’s neo-McLuhanite perspective.143 Jed Rasula even calls down the Muses.144
‘Those people who today make use of the telegraph, the telephone, the phonograph, the train, the bicycle,
the motorcycle, the automobile, the ocean liner, the dirigible, the aeroplane, the cinema, the great
newspaper (synthesis of a day in the world's life) do not realize that these various means of
communication, transportation and information have a decisive influence on their psyches.’
Marinetti (1913)145

The hope for film and video were the same as Ulmer describes for hypertext.146 Bolter suggests that
graphical elements might play a rhetorical role in helping readers to understand where their movements will
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take them.147 As with maps, important information is in relative movement and position,148 which requires a
new visual syntax, more fluid than language, though language is indispensable. Winograd and Flores point to
the appeal of the Apple MacIntosh due to its ability for both ‘text and graphic manipulation.’149 And Glazier
notes, ‘One of the most significant strengths of new media writing is to reunite the text with image, as well
as with other media, such as sound and video.’150 But here the word ‘unite’ needs considerable unpacking.
Adam Hodgkin is most interested in ‘the ways in which images and design allow us to group concepts and
organise information.’151 This is no longer the visualisation Ramus brought to rhetoric, (of ordered columns)
but more Associationist, like a ‘mind map.’ Visual spatial maps are important, we use them even in reading,
to locate a passage. Associationism became a therapy (Jung), a creative management tool (mind maps), a
game (Kevin Bacon), and remains a way of life (my cluttered desk).152 The ecology of desktops shows clutter
to be an efficient organising principle.153
‘The multiplicity of graphic and temporal spaces is the single striking feature. Hyperlinks and multiple
pathways are features of print culture. The index and table of contents mark nodal points in a path of
reading. Alphabetization and page numbers articulate these possibilities. But the capacity of an electronic
screen to subdivide into a multiplicity of framed spaces, each of which can unfold along its own temporal
axis simultaneously is unique to this environment.’
Johanna Drucker154

Western culture is visually biased but the Net and the new medias are accentuating this tendency. So rather
than promoting a secondary orality, as Walter Ong and Marshall McLuhan predicted, the situation is, as Jay
David Bolter puts it. ’an inversion of ... the classical device of ekphrasis (where language dominates the
image) ... capturing the visual in words ... images are given the task ... of explaining words, rather than the
reverse.’155 Stuart Moulthrop suggests that the new media are likely to instigate a different kind of secondary
literacy: ‘”secondary” in that this approach to reading and writing includes a self-consciousness about the
technological mediation of those acts, a sensitivity to the way texts-below-the-text constitute another order
behind the visible.’156 Peter Greenaway believes interactivity is the direction film will go.157 The experience
of the cinema shares affinities with urban experiences (not with poetry).158
The kind of hypertextual poetry I have in mind uses curiosity and wonder of the world outside the text
(textual and non-textual) as motivation.159 Such poems include diverse materials on their own terms. They
also can explore further the bricolage nature of writing.
‘Outwardly regarded, our craft is a lie; for all that is outwardly seen of it the clean-swept deck, and oftpainted planks comprised above the water-line; whereas, the mass of our fabric, with all its store-rooms
of secrets, forever slides along far under the surface.’
Herman Melville160
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Appendix 31

Glimpsing Australian Digital Poets

Australian digital poetry covers the full range of digital poetics – I just mention a few practitioners here.
Brian Kim Stefans is an editor and poet, who began a site (arras.net) as a continuation of a print journal
called Arras. The site now houses new media poetry (using Flash, Director and Shockwave interactive
animation), and essays on poetics. His ‘The Dream Life of Letters’ uses animated letters via the common
heuristic of the alphabet, black and white words labelled by their acrostic property, animate variously (and in
various sizes), within an orange square in silence.1 The words and letters dance, slide and ricochet, some
shatter, some morph in a game of word play, punning, and sexual associations. Edward Picot comments,
‘This isn't avant-garde art: The Dreamlife of Letters is not trying to be radically different from anything we
have ever seen before. On the contrary, the austerity and simplicity of its layout suggest a form of classicism,
a purifying and restatement of themes and formats that have already been attempted more than once. What
we are being asked to admire here is not newness but mastery within a given medium: not invention but
inventiveness.’2
His poem ‘Proverbs of Hell (Dos and Donts)’3 uses prose paragraphs incorporating some scanned material,
i.e. a recipe for Mandarin Salad:
‘13. All Wholesome food is caught without a net or trap . . . .
The wholesomeness of site are not inclined to engage digital fluids,
just as the wholesome of sight are unaware of the chiaroscuros and
arpeggios of crumpled Fluxus bags. Satisfy those who fear the immaterial,
and you have satisfied many, satisfy the digerati and you are a suitor snoozing beside the streams of Heraclitean lusts.’

This is fluid prose, of flesh and Wincklemann’s legacy4, and so concerned with the theory of its own
practice, that its audience is limited. I recall John Barth’s hope:
‘My ideal postmodernist author neither merely repudiates nor merely imitates either his twentiethcentury modernist parents or his nineteenth-century premodernist grandparents . . . he should hope to
reach and delight, at least part of the time, beyond the circle of what Mann used to call the early
Christians: professional devotees of high art.’
John Barth5

‘17. The most sublime act is to set another before you. The most sublime cyberpoem is a digital object with the plasticity of a solid (Rubik’s Cube) or a litobject with the complexity of a database (Ryman’s 253).’
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Geoff Ryman's 253 is a famous Net ‘interactive novel’ (19966) that has been ‘print re-mixed’. 253 lexias
describe each of the passengers (252 plus driver) on the Bakerloo Line (London) on January 11th 1995,
between 8:35am and 8:42am - in 253 words (an OuLiPo strategy). Each character is formulated into three
databases (each of 253 words): ‘Outward Appearance’ - ‘Inside Information’ - ‘What He or She is
Thinking’; the latter providing dull interior monologues. Without the distraction of innovation, and the
choice of clicking, the writing is shoddy, and the notion of the database that Stefans uses is impoverished.

Simon Pockley’s growing site (1043 pages) ‘The Flight of Ducks’7, deals with Australian (aboriginal and
White) presence: ‘The myth of terra nullius implied that this country was uninhabited and terra nullius social
policy supported by research enabled for the dispossession of knowledges of Indigenous peoples.’8
Mike Ladd and Newaural Net have created a sound work where lines of a poem are read aloud by different
voices: ‘apparently belonging to callers on an internet phone site who were persuaded to recite extracts. The
reflexive process is part of the ‘Transglobal Express’, and caller’s ‘objections and comments and questions’
were included. Mike Ladd, introducing the work, suggests: ‘In fact, these moments seem more poetic to me
than the poem. They were mixed together with various music sessions and recordings of trains to create this
soundwork, an audio poem on the presence of absence in virtuality.’9
Geniwate is co-winner of the 1999 trAce-Alt-X International Hypertext Competition. Since then ‘she has
been exploring science, technoculture and mythology’ through Shockwave generative work.10
Komninos ha recently concentrated on animating text using java, animated gif, shockwave, QuickTime and
html scripting; creates 3D stereogram poetry, and uses talker to generate computer voices: ‘what i have
found about creating poetry for the digital medium is that it has the performative qualities of spoken word
and the replay or re-reading and contemplation qualities of printed poetry. as well interactivity and linking
allows more participation by the end-user in the making of the poetry.’ 11
Hazel Smith has worked collaboratively in this area for many years. ‘The egg, the cart, the horse, the
chicken’ is a collaboration between Hazel Smith (hypertext and Flash animations) and Roger Dean (sound).
A screen is split, one can click text between upper and lower frames, but the software also processes the text
on its own, so the two texts dance unpredictably with each other. Smith comments, ‘Thematically the piece
also addresses the ways in which a simple cause and effect relationship rarely operates, even within scientific
systems. At the same time the hypertextual network interconnects many different ideas including the cultural
significance of illness, the process of writing, the commodification of women’s bodies, and the atemporal
nature of memory.’12 See also (hear also) ‘Wordstuffs: the city and the body’ (Hazel Smith, Roger Dean and
Greg White).13
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‘Returning the Angles’ is a collage of voices, letters, news items, stories, in all kinds of voices; recombinant
migrants of country, love and texts:
‘I've cut my finger:
Cut off his head
Cut and paste the text until it delivers.
One thing I do know -- It's not hip to be British in Australia.
Fellow Britons, we in Britain have not experienced
a serious invasion for a millennium.’14
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Appendix 32

Connecting hypertext and ecopoetry

This thesis suggests that opportunities exist for two new, apparently diverse, genres of poetry, with roots in
modernist experiments. There is even a possibility they could work together in a new open and discursive,
poetic discourse. At the very least, what these two apparently dissimilar discourses have in common can be
recognised as:

¾ An ecopoetics and a hypertextual poetics both point to intuitive, associative and process
oriented poems
Fritjof Capra claims there is a new paradigm, the ‘ecological worldview’, which imparts a ‘shift from the
rational to the intuitive, from analysis to synthesis, from reductionism to holism, from linear to nonlinear thinking.’15 This paradigm applies to an open ended discursive but attentive poetics.

¾ Both require new forms.
There is no clear model for such discursive poetries, but they might not always be named poetry just as
the 18Th C novel was not considered a distinct genre, but as an 'interrelated or mixed form, combining
history, travel accounts, epistolary fiction, popular romance, satire, and so forth.’16
¾ Both require expansion of traditional notions of the poem, and openness to extra-poetic

materials and information.
This thesis has a conservative impulse in suggesting the avant-garde, experimental and playful side of
poetry is of interest but not central to a DoP. I am not proposing Gioa’s argument - that leads to neoformalism, far from it. Poetry is a necessary counterweight to the 20-second sound bite and bulk of
expositionary prose. Imagine Pound, MacDiarmid or Jones let loose on the Net, or Duggan’s Ash Range
adapted for hypertext! Carlo Parcelli even remarks, ‘I look forward, though, to poetry, which uses,
documents, or otherwise includes mathematical ideas, just as with poetry and any sort of ideas.’17
¾ Both can make use of techne and digital technologies.
Scott Slovic believes texts can create sensory ecological experiences in the reader, though David Abram
argues this ‘poetic, gestural depth’ is primarily available in oral cultures.18 Both believe story telling is
the way forward.19 Abram asks, ‘Can we begin to write stories that won’t slide off the page and slip off
the computer screen - to be sounded out in face-to-face storytelling - to inhabit once again the earthly
terrain?’ If we are going to write (i.e. use the technology of writing) rather than only writing short or
medium poems that attempt to capture epiphanies and personal sensitivities, write to explore.’20
Hypertext is multimedia which will encompass a new orality but also writing. What is the point of using
digital technology, a computer for poems a sonnet length? You can use a typewriter for that.21 Hypertext
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poetics is more than distribution, it’s to do with the form and technique. If we are going to use
technology, and homo sapiens always does, make use of it thoroughly, but not exclusively and don’t
depend on it (as Code Poetry does). After all technology is infused with remediation.22

¾ Both point to pedagogical possibilities for poetry
There are prescriptive opportunities. Bate cites Samuel Johnson's dictum 'The only end of writing is to
enable readers better to enjoy life, or better to endure it.'23 But poetry can make a difference; the poetry
of Walden has influenced people’s thought on how to live. Texts by writers like Thoreau, Aldo Leopold,
and Barry Lopez are ‘agent[s] of change’.24
¾ Both look to the future of poetry, not to the past
’The kind of writing I go for quickens the pulse, it jolts us, above all it shows us things we hadn't seen
before, maybe it shows us new problems and ideas just starting to become discernable. The novelists and
poets are like a huge network of antennae, catching a few signals within all the noise the world is
making. So I want to know what we can learn from the contemporary novel?’
William Paulson 25
The contemporary poem using new technologies, new textual materialities and discources (scientific to
lyric), and changing attributes the self / subject will offer new possibilities.

¾ An ecopoetics and a hypertextual poetics differ in the possibilities for lyric and iconic use
of language
Language is naturally iconic [Chap 3] for a language-animal ecological dwelling in the world and
poetically performative, this element is lost in hypertext (except perhaps, aural uses of new media). It is
still possible in an ecopoetics that seeks diversity, and can make us of informational modes, as well as
phenomenological accounts of using language in natural environments iconically.
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Appendix 33

The Poet’s Responsibilities

In the recent Iraq conflict, ‘Freedom’ and ‘Justice’ were slogans to justify killing people. Louis Menand
observes, ‘‘Justice’ and ‘fairness’ are slogans propping up particular struggles, not eternal principles.’26
Justice is a transcendental concept formed from a matrix of metaphors.27 J M Balkin suggests, ‘We must
presuppose a transcendental notion of justice, cultures produce tools of understanding that are articulations of
this value.’ 28 Influenced by Lakoff and Johnson’s work on embodied metaphor, and Eleanor Rosch’s work
on concept prototypes and meme theory, Balkin declares: ‘Human beings... are knowledge made flesh...
agents of culture and, equally important, agents of justice.’29 This is where justice lies.
From his experiences in a concentration camp as a young Viennese doctor (prisoner No. 119,104) Victor
Frankl realised, ‘everything can be taken from a man but one thing: the last of the human freedoms - to
choose one's attitude in any given set of circumstances, to choose one's own way.’30 Frankl’s Man's Search
for Meaning (1946) suggests meaning appears by responding to life, ‘by being responsible’.31 He believes
that the search for meaning is the primary motivation in life, not a rationalisation of instinctive drives. Frankl
suggests that we can discover our own personal telos, or meaning in life in three different ways:
1. by creating a work or doing a deed: achievement or accomplishment;
2. by experiencing something, or encountering someone in his/her uniqueness - by loving him/her, we find
meaning in life; or
3. by the attitude we take toward unavoidable suffering (from his experiences in Nazi concentration camp,
and with Buddhist parallels).
Telos is not a clearly framed goal, but a sense of committing oneself to the task at hand.32 Here we find
techne again, notions of zuhanden, and the practice of poiesis, making poems, as deeply meaningful.
Thinkers as varied as Bugbee, Marcel, Heidegger, Lao Tzu, and Gay Snyder, would add, creating a work of
art happens, by letting poetry happen, by allowing language to work on us, at the same time using it as a
technique, and poems as a tools. Merleau Ponty’s embodiment theory of art (never clearly defined),
approaches art, not in terms of emphasising artistic intentions, or searching for ideas and truths (as
Heideggerian truth or essence), rather art is valuable as art, as a process. A poem is something to be worked
at, always in process, and so is being human. Ingold states, ‘It is high time we recognised that our humanity,
far from having been set for all time as an evolutionary legacy from our hunter gatherer past, is something
that we have continually to work at and for which we ourselves must bear the responsibility. There is, in
short, no way of saying what a human being is apart from the manifold ways in which human beings
become.’33 Poetry (producing and active consuming) is intrinsically rewarding and in which a person's
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abilities and skills match the challenges she or he encounters. Frankl’s first satisfaction of creating is met in
what Mihaly Csikszentmihaly calls flow.’34

James Sherry has characterised two primary approaches to poetry and its responsibilities to the world, as the
‘lexical’ opposing the ‘formal’: ‘In one view poetry is instrumental to ideas; in the other the writing attempts
to be non-instrumental, to become the content in order to forefront the materials of its construction.’35 The
latter view would ignore the vast majority of poets, alive and dead, and the cumulative history of literature.
Pierre Bourdieu viewed poetry, in terms of economic and social institutions, as ‘the disinterested activity par
excellence.’ 36 Ann Lauterbach recalls, ‘One day at lunch James Sherry remarks to me, ‘A piece of white
paper is worth, say, half a cent, put a poem on it, and you have to give it away.’37 George Steiner worries
whether art helps, and wonders, ‘If I have spent the day teaching King Lear or Bach, or in front of Goya, I
come home and it may be that the cry in the street is muffled; that it reaches me less directly than if my
feelings and responses had not been trained to a deeply passionate involvement with fictions - in the widest
sense. If this is so, we must find a way of sharing aesthetic, philosophical experience which makes us more
responsive to human pain, and not less.’38
In response to Steiner’s concern, I would cite a poetics that is concerned with the everyday, not the sublime,
and with the ordinary, not the transcendental. Most humans live apart from natural environments; the
ecological crisis is not just a technological effect, but also a cultural crisis.39 Various critics have suggested
that language itself is partly to blame (Derek Bickerton40), for distancing us from real experience
(Bachelard41). In which case, poets have a particular responsibility, one Joseph Brodsky felt keenly.42
‘The social function of a poet is writing, which he does not by society's appointment but by his own
volition. His only duty is to his language, that is, to write well. By writing, especially by writing well, in
the language of his society, a poet takes a large step towards it. It is society's job to meet him halfway,
that is, to open his book and to read it.’
Joseph Brodsky 43

Like Brodsky, Charles Bernstein denies any overt role for poetry in political discourse (though Brodsky,
from his experiences of Communism, believed that poetry itself was a freedom (after all the CIA funded
Abstract Expressionism)). He writes, ‘[T]he task for poetry is not to translate itself into the language of
social and linguistic norms but to question those norms and, indeed, to explore the ways they are used to
discipline and contain dissent. Poetry offers not a moral compass but an aesthetic probe.’44 This is supporting
a subtle moral didacticism (but not informational didacticism), and Kent Johnson has attacked this stance for
fundamentally conflating ethics and aesthetics.45
I am not agreeing with Dana Gioia who urges poets to become again ‘part of American culture’ by writing
poems of ‘clarity and accessibility.’46 I do suggest that poets have a triple-accountability – to the poem, their
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audience, and to the world, which poems become part of. And the latter itself is twofold, to what one had
done – looking to the past – and to others – looking to the future.47 To be devoted to art, at the expense of
personhood, is not just a trait of mystic voyants. In 1944, aged twenty-one, Larkin wrote to a friend, ‘I feel
that myself & my character are nothing except insofar as they contribute to the creation of literature . . . To
increase one's value as a pure instrument is what I am trying to do.’48
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